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Motivated by Francophilia and the desire to speak better 
French, eat better croissants, and buy better French souvenirs, 
I have made it my life’s goal to get back to France as often 
and for as long as I possibly can. Sometimes, this requires 
creative thinking to find the means or the rationale to get 
me there—like the time I went to Paris to compete in a swim 
race in the Seine 
River. That seemed 
like a legitimately worthy cause to fly all the way to 
Paris. Unfortunately, however, the race was cancelled. 
Unwilling to let that stop me, I jumped in the river right 
in front of the Eiffel Tower, which was illegal. I swam 
around in circles a few times next to a river cruise 
boat that was about to pull out for a tour. The tourists 
watched me and waved. 
On that same trip, I was nearly run over by a barge, swimming across the Seine upriver near 
Rouen, which was stupid. And another time, many years earlier, I had jumped in the Seine totally 
naked and in plain daylight, which was stupid and highly illegal. But that’s another story. 
The point is, I’ll use any excuse to get back to 
France. Whatever it takes. Study in the south of 
France? Sign me up. Anniversary of the beret? Heck, 
yeah. Two-for-one sale on Eiffel Tower keychains? 
I’ll book my flight. Seeking out things to write about 
for this thesis was actually one of the better reasons to 
make the trip.
The following text is a compilation of my multi-
faceted experiences in France, as well as some here 
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at home, when I was missing my adopted homeland and 
working on getting myself back there again. While this 
text is really the result of a lifetime of loving France and 
all that I have studied, learned, and lived because of it, 
it is primarily based on a series of more recent trips to 
the country: First, I went to Montpellier in the summer 
of 2018 as a student on the University of New Orleans 
study abroad program for six weeks. In summer 2019, I 
returned with the same program for seven weeks, but this 
time as an assistant to the program director, essentially 
with intern status. And finally, I was blessed to be sent to 
Paris for four months in the fall of 2019 on a fellowship, 
thanks to an organization called the French American 
Fund. I had the once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to intern 
at the French Sénat and Assemblée Nationale (like our 
Congress). I worked with a senator and a député (aka 
congressman), working on various menial tasks (like 
photographing business cards) and attending sessions 
of the Sénat and the Assemblée. 
A séance (or 
a session) of the 
Sénat is not at 
all what I would 
have anticipated. 
I expected a group of highly respected lawmakers acting 
like highly respectable adults, but what I saw more closely 
resembled a high school assembly in the gym (albeit a 
very posh, ornately decorated, velvet-seated gym). A 
select number of speakers, each in turn, took over the 
microphone to discuss why they were going to vote for 
a particular law in question (or why not). Meanwhile, all 
the other senators talked loudly to each other—all at once 
and not each in turn—instead of listening to those who had the floor. They heckled, moaned, and 
jeered, expressing their displeasure at something 
being said—even if that something came directly 
from the mouth of the president of the Sénat. I 
half expected them to start throwing spit wads. 
Throughout the entire session, many senators 
also sat there on their phones—staring, swiping, 
searching, googling, texting, Facebooking. I was 
seated in a gallery up above where I could see it 
all—I could practically read emails and make out 
Facebook posts over their shoulders. 
The cell phones and scoffs shocked me. I was somewhat taken aback by the behavior of the 
leaders of their fine country, which I would have expected to be so much more cultivated and 
ceremonious. To be fair, I imagine this is exactly the same case as in Washington, but this was 
my first real senatorial experience anywhere.
Watching the French Sénat firsthand is not something that everyone gets to do, especially 
not as an American. Most Americans will likely never see the inside of their own legislature, let 
alone that of another country. And watching the crowds of 
people lined up to get into the Sénat for public tours and 
visits constantly reminded me of how lucky I was to be there. 
They were waiting patiently for just a glimpse of what I got 
to take advantage of every day. 
When you love something as much as I love France, it is 
amazing to have had that behind-the-scenes view of what 
makes the country tick. It’s like a superfan being invited over 
to Kim Kardashian’s for cocktails—it’s the insider’s track, 
celebrity status. You get to get up close and personal and 
see the real deal, even when it’s not so pretty. Like, maybe 
Kim shows up to the cocktail party in a yellow vest and you 
discover that the Kardashians have a multi-billion-euro 
deficit, a high unemployment rate, and go on strike far too 
frequently. But you’re still happy to be there.
Every French encounter I’ve had has been enriching 
in some way; every trip to France has provided me with 
adventure, good food and shopping, worldliness, and savoir-faire. So, in addition to about 583 
postcards, six snow globes, nine winter coats, easily 12 Eiffel Tower key chains, probably 10 
extra pounds of butter-weight, a whole lot of “been there” stickers on my giant wall map of 
France, and all the unforgettable memories, the material for this text is what I came away with.
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As a French major in college, I spent my 
junior year abroad in Caen, France. I lived with 
a host family in a beautiful old stone mansion, 
and spent my days studying French at the 
Université de Caen.
One night, over a dinner of gallettes au 
jambon and pommes de terre à la sauce normande, 
my host father turned to me and said, “C’est 
grace à nous que vous êtes libres!” (“It’s thanks 
to us that you’re free!”)
Caught off guard, I just stared at him, not sure how to respond. And as he poured me another 
glass of cidre bouché, I somehow managed to resist the urge to say, “Et c’est grace à nous que vous 
n’êtes pas allemands.” (“And it’s thanks to us that you’re not German.”)
I never forgot that conversation, all these many years later. I don’t recall what we were 
talking about nor what prompted him to say such a thing. The way he had said it was just so 
smug, and the tiny bit of American pride I had in me bristled. But the thing is, he was right. And 
I knew it.
*******
Ah, France. Our beloved older, more sophisticated sister. 
We have stood side-by-side in war and in politics. We’ve shared arms as much as we’ve 
shared wine and wisdom. You were our first ally as a country. You saved us. It took us many, 
many years, but we finally got around to returning the favor. 
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You think we’re uncultured and rough around the edges. You think 
we’re superficial, fake, and loud. And even though you might be a little bit 
overly judgmental at times, yeah, we probably are fake and loud. And we’re 
definitely not as cultured as you are. You have thousands of years’ more 
culture to go on. But at least we’re very nice.
From the first time I came to France as a young kid, I have always been a 
huge Francophile. As it is now, I love everything about France: the language 
(the most beautiful in the world), the food (who does bread better than you 
do?), the architecture (where else can you dine in the shadow of a medieval 
cathedral or sip wine next door to a chateau?). France has so much culture 
and history and charm, and is, in my opinion, probably the best 
place in the world. 
Yes, even the bad things in France are still good. There’s not 
much to dislike about your country, but even if you can find 
anything to put on a list of “less than favorables,” it’s still France, 
after all. And everything is better when it’s French. I believe that 
so strongly that I had it tattooed on my ankle: Je l’aime surtout 
parce que c’est en France. (“I like it especially because it’s in France.”)
Our cultures might be slightly different, but we’re still very much the same. Even if we 
sometimes engage in a bit of reciprocal criticizing, I believe that our two countries have an 
enduring two-sided appreciation and fondness—statistically proven by actual favorability 
ratings on both sides.
I realize I’m not the most neutral of parties to discuss this topic. I’m definitely rather biased. 
For me, French/American relations can be summed up by the sentiment: “You’re French and 
I like you.” But if we did a survey around the country, there are approximately 87 percent of 
Americans who would agree. 1
I sometimes think that I was really meant to be born French, but by hereditary mix-up, 
mistaken identity, or genetic malfunction, I turned out American. Perhaps I was switched at birth. 
Some people feel like they were born the wrong gender—that they’re a female trapped in a male’s 
body (or vice versa). Some folks even feel that they are meant to be a different race. As for me, I 
think I was born the wrong nationality. When all 
the little bodiless souls lined up in heaven—pre-
birth—to receive their earthly assignments and 
collect their DNA, something must have gotten 
confused, so that my citizenship designation 
was somehow swapped with that of Élodie or 
Jeanne-Marie. I’m a French person trapped in 
an American’s body. Please send cheese.
In any case, I guess you could say that France 
and the U.S. are kind of like family. We have a 
You built us a beautiful statue—a giant green lady to 
decorate New York Harbor. You gave us haute cuisine and 
haute couture. You gave us New Orleans.
To reciprocate, we gave you tooth-rotting Coca-Cola and 
bad architecture. We gave you Pringles, Disney, and Woody 
Allen movies. But really, we meant well.
And these days, on both sides, we give each other a hand as 
readily as we give an insult.
To discuss the relations between France and the United 
States, I could talk about politics and the economy, “freedom 
fries” and foreign affairs, the euro vs. the dollar. But equally important is how our two countries, 
throughout history, have shared culture and food, 
art and music, film and literature. How our people 
have managed to forge friendships with each other, 
learn each other’s language, and travel thousands 
of miles to visit each other’s homes.
Although it’s always important to examine 
how our governments interact, it seems just as 
important to consider how everyday French 
and American people interact and feel about 
each other. French/American relations are 
longstanding, complex, and almost entirely good. 
They are founded on mutual respect, mutual fascination, and sure, a little bit of good-natured 
mutual mockery.
We love your beautiful old stone houses and massive chateaux. You’re in awe of our tall 
skyscrapers and modern glass buildings.
You can’t get enough of our iPhones and laptop computers. We guzzle 
your wine like we’re dying of thirst on the sandy beaches of the Riviera.
You think we’re obsessed with money. 
We think you’re obsessed with cheese. 
You think we work too much. We think 
you get an awful lot of time off from work.
You think we eat fattening, unhealthy 
food. Heck, you think that we are just fat 
and unhealthy. (And unfortunately, you’re 
mostly right.) And yet, you, too, devour our chips, our cookies, 
and our McDonald’s. On our side, we are jealous of you that you 
can stay so darn skinny, even though you eat croissants au beurre 
and devour our chips, our cookies, and our McDonald’s.
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long history together, and although families might butt heads sometimes, might get on each 
other’s nerves, underneath, there’s love. We can overlook any shortcomings and appreciate all 
that we ultimately offer each other.
France is a good older sister to us, and we look up to you. We rely on you for guidance, for 
support, and for comradery. We seek out your approval and your cheese. But as in any sisterly 
relationship, sometimes we might get annoyed and frustrated with you for doing something we 
frown upon—like refusing to loan us your favorite Louis Vuitton purse or saying no to some 
other of our whims. So, we pout and glare at you across the dinner table and decide we don’t 
want to play with you anymore. But without fail, before too long, we just want to hug you 
and tell you we love you, because no matter what, for better or for worse—through lack of air 
conditioning and a shortage of public bathrooms—you’re still our favorite sibling.
And on your side: Like a good older sister, you are patient and tolerant with us—maybe 
sometimes amused. You put up with our quirks and our tantrums, while appreciating our 
Pringles and other redeeming qualities. And despite the fact that the U.S. can sometimes be like 
a cocky, egotistical, and self-involved younger child, you somehow manage to like us anyway. 
Merci beaucoup.
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I think it’s fairly common to be stressed out and frantic as you get ready to go away on any 
extended trip. From the packing to the hotel-booking, flight-planning, and itinerary-arranging, 
everyone, to one degree or another, usually has some running around and eleventh-hour chaos 
to deal with before heading off to their chosen destination. And the longer the trip, the more 
that needs to be done, prepped, and packed—because when going away for more than a month, 
preparation involves putting your entire life on hold. Pets must be boarded or shipped off to 
the homes of willing friends, work must be put on hold (and, ideally, while still having a job to 
come back to), mail needs to be stopped or collected by a neighbor (don’t expect the USPS to 
forward it; I know firsthand that they don’t always oblige), plants watered in your absence, all 
food thrown out or stuck in the freezer... But I think I have taken travel preparation to a new 
level of obsession. Anytime that I get ready to go to France, I suffer from PTSD: Pre-Trip Stress 
Disorder.
 For starters, I’m a terrible packer. I want to have everything with me and go without 
nothing. I am a chronic over-packer and tend to always take more than I need and certainly 
more than I can handle carrying around. I subscribe to the notion that less is not more, and more 
is not enough.
 But it’s more than that. Where I really have a problem is not in getting my luggage 
ready to go (which is hard enough already), but in getting myself ready to go. Every time I travel 
someplace that I deem significant—and France is the most significant of all—I feel that I have 
to be as flawless as possible. Much like bringing only your favorite outfits along on a trip, I 
have managed to convince myself that only the best version of myself is worthy of travel. You 
wouldn’t want to pack your ugliest sweater; nor should you ever consider traveling with ugly 
hair or toenails. (As if having your hair newly coiffed is directly linked to how much fun you’re 
going to have.)
 I know it stems from wanting everything to be perfect, from my plans to my clothes to 
myself. It’s the same desire a bride has leading up to her wedding day. I am, after all, going to be 
visiting old friends I haven’t seen in ages (and there’s that tiny glint of hope that I’ll meet a sexy 
PTSD: Getting There is Only 33.3 Percent of the Fun
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Frenchman), and I want them to think that I look good. I want to put my best foot forward, and 
that foot better be clipped and polished, clean and sparkly. So, all of this means that in the days 
(and even hours) leading up to my departure, I have been poked, prodded, trimmed, scrubbed, 
colored, cut, shined, and sliced.
I’ve gotten a tattoo, Botox (twice in 10 days), a pedicure 
(almost twice, because I had to go back to the nail salon and 
have two smudged toenails touched up), my hair both cut and 
colored, my teeth cleaned, and a filling replaced (I left the 
dentist’s office approximately two and a half hours before I 
had to leave for the airport). I also made Walmart runs three 
nights in a row (and I don’t have a car), went to the shoe store 
three times and then ordered shoes online, and bought a piece 
of luggage from Amazon that was delivered the day before I 
left. All this while working every day, attempting to see friends 
before leaving, and trying on half my wardrobe to pick out the 
best stuff to bring with me.
This also means that I have spent the majority of my entire travel budget before even leaving 
home. When money is limited, certain choices must be made. A weekend in the Loire Valley with 
wine tasting and a night’s stay in a hotel (perhaps even in a chateau), 
or a new tooth? A fancy champagne dinner at the top of the Eiffel 
Tower, or a tattoo of the same beloved monument?
Last spring, shortly before I was leaving to go to Montpellier for 
seven weeks, I decided it would be a good idea to get my eyebrows 
done. And when I say done, I mean irrevocably, permanently, 
irreversibly done. I had won a coupon for microblading at a silent 
auction event for around a hundred dollars. The process, which goes 
for up to $800 at full price, involves taking an itsy-bitsy knife—a 
microblade—and making a bunch of miniscule slices in your eyebrows—essentially, cutting the 
crap out of them before filling the cuts with pigment. It’s as barbaric as it sounds, but the goal is 
to darken or thicken scant or pale eyebrows so that anyone with several hundred extra bucks (or 
a discount coupon) and a high pain threshold can have the brows of Taylor Swift.
The process takes hours, and when you leave, you have alarmingly intense and dark 
eyebrows. They are supposed to fade as they heal, until you’re left with a more natural-looking 
and permanent brow. Except that it didn’t work for me. I may be the only one in the history of 
modern esthetics who failed microblading, but my new eyebrows kept fading—or fell out—until 
there was no evidence left of the procedure. My disappointment from finding myself, once again, 
with less-than-perfect eyebrows caused me to experience a flare-up of PTSD. And although I 
could have waited to go back in for a touch-up until after getting back from France, I simply 
refused to make the trip overseas with less-than-flawless eyebrows. So, with less than two weeks 
before my departure date, I managed to finagle an appointment and a ride, and I went back to 
see the eyebrow lady.
To avoid a repeat microblade botching, she 
suggested that we try something more extreme: She 
tattooed my eyebrows on. When I left the salon that 
time, I looked like Groucho Marx-meets-Angry Birds. 
And I was absolutely mortified. I hated my eyebrows, 
hated my life—couldn’t even look at myself. For weeks, 
I felt miserable and full of regrets. People assured me 
that they would fade, but I was certain they wouldn’t. 
Microblading might have, but tattoos don’t fade—at 
least, not for years. And I had only days before I was 
supposed to go abroad. But I didn’t even want to leave my house, let alone go to France—not 
looking like that. My only consolation was that they have lots of great tote bags and handbags in 
France, and I could get one to put over my head. I was fully convinced that I’d ruined my face. I 
forced myself to continue my trip preparations, but, for quite some time, I wouldn’t take photos 
of myself and had a vampire-like aversion to my reflection in the mirror.
My friend took me shopping for sandals to cheer me up over my devastatingly overstated 
eyebrows—and because I needed sandals for my summertime in the South of France. The shoes 
had to be cute but extremely comfy, as space in my luggage only allowed for one—maybe two—
pairs of sandals that I would have to wear every day for weeks. The pair I selected was practical, 
simple, and versatile, yet bedecked with glitter to keep them from being boring. I liked them so 
much that I wore them on the plane—my VIP shoes. The chosen ones. But, by the time I arrived 
in Montpellier the next day, the tops of my feet were rubbed raw and bleeding. Luckily, I had 
a back-up pair of sandals. I never wore those shoes again, and, six months later, I still have the 
scars on my feet that show why. I also still have my eyebrows, which, fortunately, calmed down 
over time. 
This shoe fiasco is but one of many examples that prove that packing anxiety—among the 
most severe symptoms of PTSD—is a real thing. I inevitably pack uncomfortable shoes, too 
many workout clothes, not enough dress attire. I forget an umbrella or a toothbrush or a blazer 
for an important business meeting. I leave behind my favorite sweater and am forced to live 
without it for the extent of my trip—and, when we are separated, I miss my favorite sweaters 
like I miss my cat. Sometimes, I’m still buying travel supplies on 
my way to the airport.   
This sort of last-minute obsessive preparation is nothing 
new. When I was in high school, I wrote a winning essay and 
was awarded an all-expenses-paid trip to Washington, D.C. But 
I almost missed my flight because I was still getting my hair 
permed (back when perms were cool) an hour before takeoff. 
And then I hated my hair the whole time I was there.
Another time, I came close to missing my flight home from 
Paris because I had to shop for just a few more souvenirs and 
gifts to bring back.
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Then, a few years ago, I was heading to Paris for a short trip after visiting some friends in 
New York City. Three hours before my flight, I was furiously repacking my personal estate into 
a giant blue suitcase—about the size of a Peugeot—that I’d purchased on Canal Street for the 
occasion just minutes previously. Yes, I was cutting it a little close, but not desperately so. Not 
yet. I was only a 45-minute drive from the airport and should have had ample time.
I shoved one last sundress into my blue Peugeot, forced the zipper closed, and went to call 
an Uber. Pulling up the app on my phone, I typed in JFK airport. Two options popped up: $37.83 
for normal Uber or $30.12 For “Uber Pool.” I wasn’t familiar with this Uber Pool and had never 
used it before but assumed that it merely meant sharing a car with one or two other people 
headed to the same destination. Sure, why not? I figured that in order to save a few extra bucks, 
I could ride in a car for 45 minutes with a fat businessman or a vacationing couple heading back 
to Iowa. As I shoved my bloated two-ton blue suitcase into the trunk of my Uber Pool car, I still 
had nearly two and a half hours to spare.
Unfortunately, it turns out that Uber Pool generously offers seats to as many as four people 
sharing the same vehicle, each of whom can have an entirely different, and often somewhat 
opposing, drop-off point. In addition to that obstacle, at least one of my co-riders couldn’t find 
the Uber and was late for her pick-up, while we waited for her for over 15 minutes. The driver 
was painfully slow and unrushed, despite my protestations and near-begging, and I was last on 
his list to dispose of. No one else was heading to the airport. By the time we were finally on our 
way to JFK, it was rush hour, and we hit traffic. Throughout the entire ride, I was too panicked 
with PTSD to be overly chipper, and I’m almost certain that this driver is the reason that my 
current rider rating is 4.95 stars instead of a perfect 5.
I finally arrived at the Delta ticket counter exactly 58 minutes before my flight was scheduled 
to depart, and, of course, they close international flights an hour ahead. “There’s nothing I can 
do. It’s up to the computer,” the agent told me in a give-a-shit tone. And my tears of desperation 
didn’t soften his cold, cold heart.
I tried another line and another agent. “There’s 
nothing I can do!” she said without so much as a 
word of sympathy. 
More tears met by more coldness. “You’ll have 
to go to customer service to be rebooked.”
So, I went to customer service, where the lady 
informed me that because I was on a mileage ticket, 
“there was nothing she could do.” I’d have to call 
Delta reservations. Fortunately, the nice lady at 
the 1-800-Delta line ultimately came through and 
found another flight she could put me on. 
If I hadn’t needed to check my giant blue 
suitcase, it’s likely they would have let me through, 
and I would have been on the flight by that point. 
If I hadn’t taken stupid Uber Pool, I would have been there 90 
minutes prior to takeoff. As it was, I missed my flight to Paris 
to save $7.71. Two minutes late and not even a dollar short—
no, $8 richer, in fact. But not even enough to buy a sandwich at 
the airport while I waited for my now-much-later flight.
My most recent trip to Paris was particularly hard to get 
ready for. Because I was going for so much longer than my 
usual French jaunt, the legal aspects alone took months of 
daily preparations. There were visas to apply for (involving a 
trip to a consular service in Atlanta), online forms to fill out, 
applications, emails, administrative hoops to jump through, 
and the boss-lady in charge of my internship—the top dog, 
the big French cheese—to answer to. Every day, she expected 
something from me—some bureaucratic task to complete or 
logistical nightmare to resolve—some of which, because of technical complications or mere 
degree of difficulty, took hours of time to tend to. Readying myself for this voyage became a 
full-time job. And because of how badly I wanted to go to Paris to do my internship, she pretty 
much owned me. I was her pawn, her puppet, and she could dangle that French carrot in front of 
me to get me to do whatever she demanded. If she said, “Jump,” I said, “Thank you for bringing 
me to Paris!” Once, she called me after 10:00 p.m. to chastise me for not CCing her on an email 
I had sent someone. I begged for her forgiveness. 
There’s always so much to do to get ready to go anywhere for even so much as a week, let 
alone several months. And even with the most diligent of preparations, all those frantic last-
minute errands, there’s no guarantee that a trip will go off smoothly. For example, before leaving 
for Paris for four months, I put in multiple requests with the USPS to have my mail forwarded. 
That most honorable institution chose to ignore my pleading demands and delivered my mail to 
my home address the entire time I was gone. At least two of the bills that sat in postal limbo for 
months, unreceived and unpaid, went to collections. 
To save money, I rented my place out while I was away to seemingly reliable tenants—who, 
it turns out, undecorated my bedroom and sacrificed chickens on my bed, judging by the size 
of the blood stain they left on the mattress pad. I had a pet-sitter bail three days before my 
departure date (can I pack a crawfish?) and had to train someone else in the ways of caring for 
a pet crustacean. 
Sometimes, I have to wonder if it’s worth 
the trouble. It would be so much easier—though, 
admittedly, much less fun—if I never left town, 
never had to pack, unpack, lug luggage around, or 
stock up on calcium pills and deodorant. These 
sorts of things leave me feeling overwhelmed and 
antsy. 
Yet, before I know it, all the preparations are 
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as complete as they’re going to be, and I’m on 
a plane on my way to France. I get to watch 
at least four movies, sip free champagne (okay, 
maybe Prosecco), eat fattening airline food 
served every couple of hours, and, in between 
meals, munch on the highly caloric snacks 
that I bought myself just for the flight—ones 
that I wouldn’t normally let myself consume, 
but this is a special occasion. Calories don’t 
count at 30,000 feet and even less so once we 
land in France. The flight attendant tells us to 
buckle our seatbelts, and she says it in French, and I’m reminded why I was so excited to go to 
my favorite place in the world in the first place.
And then, it’s all worth it. 
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Last September, after a long international flight—where I passed the time with four and a 
half movies, at least four bottles of Baileys on the rocks, some dozing off, and the majority of a 
bag of Spicy Cajun Snack Mix—I landed in Paris, ready to begin my latest French adventure. I 
had worked hard to get that far, and now was the time to reap the benefits of all the scrambling 
involved in getting those many details and pre-trip-preparations to fall into place. Now was 
when I was supposed to start having fun. I was back in France. 
Because my flight arrived after the usual early-morning rush at Charles de Gaulle airport, 
I pretty much waltzed through passport control with no wait. I actually hoped the stern, yet 
attractively uniformed immigration officer would take the time to page through my passport 
and find my visa stuck there. Despite the unflattering photo, I had gone to great lengths to obtain 
that official French document and was intensely proud of it. It made me feel more entitled to be 
there, more French—somehow better than the average tourist stepping off a 747. I was ready to 
show off both my visa and my mad French skills. But no luck. Monsieur Sexy-in-His-Uniform 
stamped my passport without looking up and without stumbling upon my visa, and I didn’t get 
to say anything more than “Thank you. Have a nice day” in amazingly good French.
Baggage claim was an equally quick stop, since, luckily, the airline had decided not to lose 
my luggage. My giant blue suitcase was already circling the carousel, eagerly waiting for me to 
grab it and bring it downtown to the heart of Paris and our new temporary home.
Those in charge of me had arranged for someone to pick me up from the airport, which 
was exciting and made me feel like a real VIP. I had always seen men waiting for extremely 
important people to get off flights—holding up signs with their names on it, doubtless to escort 
them back to an awaiting limo filled with champagne on ice and drive them to a six-star hotel. 
But no one ever waited for me like that. The closest I ever got to a red-carpet welcome was 
my parents decked out in flashing Christmas-light accessories and Santa hats waiting just 
outside airport security to welcome me home for the holidays. So, this was my big moment. 
My French driver was standing amidst a crowd of other sign-wielding chauffeurs, but the sign 
he held was disappointingly anticlimactic: It was on his phone. I could barely make out my 
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name illuminated across the device’s screen, because even 
in an ever-increasingly-large-smartphone world, a phone 
screen is still smaller and harder to read than an old-
fashioned cardboard sign. And he certainly wasn’t wearing 
any Santa hat. If I hadn’t known to look for him, I likely 
would have walked right by. But nevertheless, this was my 
big “welcome-to-Paris” VIP moment, and I was going to 
milk it. I stopped to take a photo of him standing there with 
my name lit up on his phone. He obliged, but clearly found 
this “weird-American” behavior odd. He was surely used to 
the arrival of much higher-falutin clients who were more 
accustomed to such swanky treatment.
He drove me the long distance into and to the bottom 
of Paris—the 14th arrondissement, where I would be living. 
My Parisian home-sweet-home was to be in the “Fondation 
des États-Unis,” the American building in the Cité Universitaire, which is a rather large university 
housing campus. Comprised of houses representing countries around the world, the Cité also 
has a park, landscaped grounds, both a train and a tram stop right across the street, and a 
central building with university services, including a cafeteria, café, gym, and a bank.
The building that he dumped my mass of luggage and me in front of was huge and stately. While 
my preferences in French architecture usually lean more towards the quaint and the charming, 
the Fondation des États-Unis did have a 
certain Old-World appeal—if you count the 
world as still being old around 1930. Of course, 
that’s not old by New Orleans standards 
and, in Paris, it’s downright infantile. But, at 
least, it wasn’t modern architecture and still 
felt historic. It reminded me of one of the big, 
pre-war apartment buildings in New York 
City, which is probably precisely what it was 
modeled after. Constructed out of brown 
brick, the Fondation building was U-shaped 
with one central corridor and two side wings, 
arched windows, and five floors plus a basement. It had the overall feeling of a huge dormitory, 
and this was definitely going to be dorm-style living.
As I checked in at the reception desk and got my room assignment and key fob, one of the 
first things that the receptionist lady told me was that the elevator was broken—not exactly 
what a chronic over-packer wants to hear. Someone had tried to force open the elevator in the 
west wing and broken it so thoroughly that they had had to special-order a part in order to fix it 
and were still waiting for said part’s delivery. 
Before I could wrap my head around having to haul over 52 pounds of luggage (the Delta 
people were nicer to me this time around—no excess 
baggage fees) up four flights of stairs, she offered 
another solution. 
My room—number 459—was on the fourth floor, 
in the west wing with the broken elevator. Luckily, the 
building was equipped with two elevators, and the 
elevator in the east wing was working just fine. She 
suggested that I take the east elevator up to the fourth 
floor and cut across the long central corridor through 
the entire length of the building, to get to my room on 
the other side. 
I ended up doing that 
nearly every day for the first 
month that I lived there—
which, it turns out, is how 
long it finally took them to 
get the western elevator up and running again. My room was all the 
way in the farthest back corner of the west wing, and getting there 
from the east side made for quite a trek.
In addition, large sections of the building were under renovation—
in particular, the central section of the fourth floor. They were adding 
bathrooms to the rooms there—a luxury that I was not blessed with. 
Though most rooms on my westside hallway were equipped with their own private bathrooms, 
mine was not. I had to share community toilets and showers far down the hall because the 
organization sponsoring me considered in-room bathrooms an extravagance. I, however, 
merely considered them civilized.
In any case, that entire central hallway connecting 
the two side wings, which went on for what felt like a 
mile, was a total construction zone. Everywhere was 
dust, chaos, and clutter. Nearly all the rooms were 
dismantled or missing walls, stocked with dry wall and 
piles of old furniture, with an abundance of pipes and 
exposed lightbulbs. The age and bulk of the building 
and its desolate and creepy hallway made me feel like 
I was living in a Parisian version of The Shining. When 
walking along that long, dingy, and somber corridor at 
night, from east wing to west, there was always a lag-
time before the motion-activated lights would kick on. 
I was forced to walk in near obscurity until the hallway 
finally lit up, and when it did, I kept expecting to see 
the Redrum twins standing at the far end of the hallway, 
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asking me, in French, to come and play with them. 
Fortunately, once maintenance finally fixed the 
elevator in our part of the building, meeting up with 
the twins was no longer an issue.
The bathroom situation, however, remained an 
ongoing concern. Most of the time, having a bathroom 
way down the hall wasn’t such a big deal, though 
sometimes, when feeling particularly unmotivated, I 
would hold it rather than make the long journey to 
the john. On the up-side, the fact that most of my 
more-fortunate neighbors had their very own “en 
suite” bathrooms meant that there were far less 
people invading the community ones. It felt almost as 
if I had my own nearly private facilities that I kindly 
shared with a few floormates, yet everyone and their 
non-resident friends had free rein to come from every 
floor and use the bathroom whenever they pleased. (The same thing happens if you live at street 
level in the French Quarter during Mardi Gras and leave your door unlocked.) 
As was the case in the hallways, the community bathroom nearest my room also had a motion 
sensor to activate the lights. But, because all the ceilings in the building were quite high, and the 
motion-activated lights in the toilette just happened to be mounted near the ceiling, the system 
was not user-friendly. I would be sitting on the toilet and suddenly find myself in total blackness. 
The lights timed out or didn’t detect motion and shut off, since most people don’t produce a lot 
of movement while seated on the toilet—at least, the movements produced on a toilet are not of 
a variety that would activate a motion sensor. Therefore, I often had to frantically wave my arm 
up in the air from my seat on the darkened commode, trying to get the motion detector to notice 
me and turn the lights back on. It didn’t always work.
In general, the bathroom remained reasonably 
sanitary, though some substances of questionable nature 
and substantial repugnance did appear on the floor and 
walls of the toilet stall from time to time. There was also 
a seat-leaver-upper who began frequenting my end of the 
hallway. And in the changing area in front of the shower, 
shower water would often accumulate and remain there 
without draining. It formed a little pond, stagnant and 
disgusting, and no one ever attempted to remove it—as if 
the Fondation was trying to breed mosquitoes or give the 
Parisian rat population a place to vacation. The worst part 
of this, besides fear of catching West Nile Virus, was that 
there was no way to avoid stepping in the cesspool in the 
process of entering the shower.
The bathrooms were supposed to be maintained and cleaned daily, but the cleaning lady—
sweet as can be though she was—was a terrible housekeeper. I can attest to her lack of cleaning 
prowess based on several factors. First, I had to ask the maintenance guy for toilet paper and/or 
paper towels on more than one occasion. Even though the cleaning lady did at least some form 
of daily cleaning of the bathroom—a cursory mopping or a quick sponge-over—she often let the 
paper product supply dwindle until emptiness. Mind you, with massive, industrial-sized paper 
towel and toilet paper holders and not a ton of bathroom traffic, fully exhausting the stock took 
quite some time. That means that she would have had to have cleaned the bathroom multiple 
times, ignoring the paper receptacle’s slow and gradual depletion, without refilling them. 
Another of her cleaning shortcomings was evident in the fact that on my hallway, there were 
stains that were there for the entire four months that I was—surely longer. I could recognize 
them by their shape and color. One was a random pink blob, 
like strawberry bubble gum, on the tile. Another was a gray 
crescent-shaped streak on the floor. Not to mention the dust 
lapins and debris that accumulated up and down the hallway. 
I became well-acquainted with these blotches on the linoleum, 
even thought of giving them names—like Pinky or Jermaine the 
Stain—and they became a familiar sight, greeting me upon my 
return home every day like old friends.
I had witnessed the cleaning lady mopping, so I knew she wasn’t entirely averse to the 
activity, but she apparently always mopped around the collection of stains and blemishes. In fact, 
various evidence showed that she only mopped the outside edges of the hallway floor, in front of 
the doors, and not down the center where all the stains lived and where people walked. I’m sure 
that this was motivated by virtuous intentions and not by laziness. Out of the goodness of her 
heart, she preferred to cut back on her mopping, rather than risking anyone slipping and falling 
on overly clean and shiny floors. Or maybe it was to conserve water, as good French people tend 
to do. I was just grateful that she didn’t mop away my friends.
The semi-cleaning lady was also supposed to clean all the rooms. In my case, she was meant 
to come into my small chambre once a week, on a Thursday, and wipe the sink and mirror and 
empty the trash. That was it; no deep cleaning and certainly no bathroom to scour, though it 
would have been especially kind of her if she had fed my pet fish. And yet, my room was regularly 
overlooked. I always knew when she had made the rounds of other rooms, because my friend 
Margaux, who lived down the hall, would rave about how she had once again gotten preferential 
treatment from the cleaning lady and a spotless room. Those two had become chummy and 
would talk about the weather and the housekeeper’s kids, and as a result, the clean-ish lady 
would often throw in a bonus mopping of Margaux’s room—though, of course, as she was far 
from a maven with a mop, this gesture was as much of a prize as the boulanger throwing in an 
already-stale croissant for free. It’s the thought that counts. Still, I felt somehow cheated of my 
sanitation privileges and suffered from cleaning deprivation. I asked reception repeatedly to 
remind her to please clean my room, but, due to my far-removed location at the far end of the 
west wing hallway, I think they might have forgotten that I was down there. 
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I discovered early on that, when living at the Fondation des États-Unis, it was a real 
challenge to sleep in. Almost every morning at 8 a.m., like clockwork—actually, much louder than 
clockwork—I would be awakened to the sounds of the neighbors’ doors opening and slamming, 
construction tools and equipment, and workmen screaming at each other from way too far a 
distance—especially for 8 a.m. I would hear the cleaning lady filling her bucket, the sound of her 
mop hitting the floor (nowhere near the stains). The door-slamming was usually incessant for 
up to half an hour—a symphony of bangs and thuds, a harmony of baritone clanging of metal 
against metal in allegro tempo—as someone along the hallway went to the community kitchen 
or left for work, pounding the door behind them. The door concerto would reach a crescendo as 
the building’s acoustics carried each refrain to every room in the vicinity. Meanwhile, outside 
my windows, if it wasn’t more construction noise, it was the urban earthquakes produced by the 
subterranean RER trains rumbling far below.
Speaking of neighbors, mine were particularly unneighborly. A group of University of 
Chicago students moved in and took over the entire west wing with a predilection for door-
slamming—they were a regular orchestra of door-bangers. This extended to late-night drunken 
returns home at 2 a.m.—along with talking in loud voices at that same hour. Once, a couple of 
these youngsters woke me up at 1:30 a.m. by pounding on their buddy’s door across the hall. One 
of them had an alarm loudly sounding on his phone which overwhelmed even the sound of fist 
on door. I had to get up the next day at 5:00 a.m. 
So, I threw open my door and screamed, “Seriously?” 
Oddly, that didn’t seem to faze them.
At first, I was annoyed with their youthful inconsideration, but 
then I decided that they were having a lot more fun than I was by 
taking advantage of all that exciting Parisian nightlife, and that I 
should be honored to share a hallway with the cool kids.
In addition to their noise pollution, my neighbors were also 
guilty of literal pollution. The whippersnapper directly across the 
hall had a random container of lemon juice sitting outside his door 
for weeks—probably a donation from one of his co-hellions. The 
juice vessel started out on the floor but was eventually moved up to adorn his door handle. It 
stayed perched there precariously, even long after the resident inside had already moved out. 
In fact, at the very end of Chicago’s stay, the lemon juice 
was joined on the floor by several containers of yogurt and 
other assorted food waste that the students had evidently 
cleaned out of their private in-room refrigerators. He was 
obviously lucky to receive their leftovers but seemed not to 
have appreciated the value of the thoughtful gifts, because 
he never collected the items. There they remained on the tile 
outside his door for days on end, within spitting distance of 
Pinky and Jermaine. 
More than that, the residents along my entire hallway were blatantly unfriendly and certainly 
didn’t give me the warm and fuzzies. Most of the west-wing dwellers made very little effort to 
say hello, and, on the contrary, sometimes outright ignored me and my attempts at friendliness. 
Even though they were incapable of shutting the heck up in the middle of the night, they had 
no problem being silent in response to a well-intended “good 
morning.” But rather than getting bent out of shape about it, I 
decided to turn this into a fun little game in my own head—an 
exciting challenge for which I made up the rules and the prizes: 
Okay, if I can get this one to say good morning, I get croissants for 
breakfast today. If that one smiles at me, that means I’m going to get a 
seat on the train on my way to work…
My room came with three large windows and a sink and 
was furnished with a bed, a bedside table, a desk, a mini-fridge, 
and by sheer luck, a glass shelving unit that someone had left 
behind. When I first moved in, the bed was covered with a drab 
beige bedspread and a stiff brownish blanket whose softness 
and color closely resembled that of a burlap sack—bedding that 
was roach motel-meets-monastery. They gave us only one tiny, 
squishy pillow. When I asked the lady at reception if 
I could have more (“Please, Madame, can I have some 
more?”), she said we’d have to buy any additional 
pillows and blankets ourselves—and this, despite 
the fact that the heat in the building didn’t come on 
until late October and our rooms had been freezing 
for weeks. We’re talking real Little Orphan Annie-
type of stuff. Come to think of it, the entire building 
did bring to mind an old orphanage. Fortunately, I 
befriended Fabrizio, the Italian guy who worked at 
the front desk, who kindly snuck us extra blankets 
and pillows to alleviate our hard-knock lives.
 Nevertheless, I ultimately loved my little room and considered it home. I nested like 
a bedbug in a Parisian duvet (400,000 infestations in France in 2018!), as if I were staying for 
four years and not four months, making the room excessively comfy and homey and well-
decorated. Most of my time during the first three weeks I was in Paris was devoted to obsessively 
unpacking, organizing, shopping, and embellishing. I traipsed 
all over the city in search of dishes, posters, a teakettle, new 
bedding, rugs, snow globes, Eiffel Towers, organizers, a toaster, 
a microwave… I must have made at least six trips to Ikea in a 
week. I hung up strings of lights and created framed postcard 
collages. I put maps of France on the wall and marked them 
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In the end, the room had a good dose of French shui. The walls and shelves were covered with 
French-themed décor, and I arranged things so that I had a kitchen corner with the microwave 
and a shelving unit for groceries, a lounge area with a table and chairs, a bedroom section, and 
a “powder room” near the sink and mirror. All in approximately 90 square feet. 
I even carted a heavy bookshelf home on the bus, then the train, then down the long 
central corridor from the east elevator—all the way from Ikea out by the airport (an hour-
long commute) and attempted to assemble it myself. I did quite well with the shelving unit’s 
construction, putting only one of the many pieces on backwards. (But then again, who else 
manages to screw up something as simple as Ikea furniture?) To rectify this unforeseen obstacle, 
I borrowed a wrench from one of the workmen in the building, partially dismantled the shelves 
and reassembled them properly, then returned the tool to my benefactor by leaving it in an out-
of-commission refrigerator in the basement for him to retrieve. 
For all the Fondation’s shortcomings, that tiny room became my favorite place in all of 
Paris. I traveled all over France but had a real home to come back to. When the internship wasn’t 
going well or the neighbors were mean, I could shut out all the bad stuff within the walls of my 
perfectly decorated room. It always made me feel better to be home—in a space where I felt 
like the sun really would come out tomorrow, come what may. I loved that place, and ripping 
it apart and shoving its contents into boxes and suitcases at the end of my stay was très lousy. It 
was my little French sanctuary—even without a bathroom. In fact, the space that might have 
been converted to a toilet and shower instead provided additional room for more Ikea furniture. 
There’s no place like chez moi.
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France has probably the most 
beautiful architecture in the world, as 
well as some of the ugliest. They have 
gorgeous narrow streets and alleyways, 
limestone buildings covered in 
creeping vines, Old-World ironwork, 
chateaus that date back thousands of 
years, archways above hidden passages, 
and fountain-bedecked plazas. In the 
South of France in particular, many 
of the beautiful buildings in cities and 
villages throughout the region are 
crafted from stone in a uniform shade 
of golden brown. I think it can hardly be a coincidence that this is the very same amber hue of 
a perfectly baked baguette.
Yet somehow, the skills the French have at building cathedrals and stone mansions simply did 
not carry over to constructing modern-day apartment complexes 
and office buildings. Many of these structures are nothing short 
of hideous. Granted, I’ve never been a fan of modern architecture. 
If you ask me, skyscrapers are architectural anomalies and Frank 
Lloyd Wright simply got it wrong. But modern architecture in 
France is particularly unfortunate. Perhaps that is because, next 
to a 17th-century townhouse, a post-war 12-story office building 
sticks out like a French accent in Texas. Or maybe it’s because 
the French try too hard to think outside the box when it comes to 
modern-day construction. They build things that look like a giant 
pinball machine, a house of cards, a space station, or a massive 
Connect Four game. 
Out With the New and In With the Old
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You know that game that kids sometimes play, where they try 
to find cloud formations that resemble puppy dogs or faces or cars 
in the sky? Well, I like to do that with modern French architecture: 
This one looks like a shark’s mouth. This one looks like a cool glass 
of Perrier. That one reminds me of a hairbrush.  
Sometimes, the French can laugh at their own architectural 
follies. For example, staring back at the Eiffel Tower from a 
distance of about three kilometers is the 758-foot-tall rectangular, 
flat, bland, and entirely uncharming 
Montparnasse Tower. Built between 
1969 and 1973 and formerly the 
tallest building in France, it is sometimes sarcastically referred 
to as “the box the Eiffel Tower came in.” That is probably the 
wrong sort of box to think outside of.
Similarly, in the South of France, there’s a seaside vacation 
hot spot known as La Grande Motte. It was constructed in 
the 1960s and 1970s (a couple of the most regrettable decades 
ever, architecturally speaking), and almost all the buildings are 
triangular in shape and look like piles of canned goods. The 
French agree that what seemed like a good idea at the time has 
not aged well and is odd and ugly, and they regularly throw 
around the word “ridiculous” when referring 
to this beachside blemish. And yet these Coke-
can condos are prime real estate and bring in 
a high price to rent or to own—perhaps for 
the novelty factor alone. 
Indeed, more times than not, the French 
seem to welcome and embrace the steel- 
and glass-filled whims of their postmodern 
millennial architects. Take the quaint and 
rustic city of Rouen, for instance. The old 
historic downtown area—where poor Joan 
of Arc was burned at the stake—is not only 
home to a 12th-century Gothic cathedral, but 
also countless homes and restaurants with wooden beams on the ceilings as well as the walls, 
flower boxes out front, and archways, cobblestones, and charm galore. And people actually live 
there. Except, I heard that of late, the rents in downtown Rouen have been on a steady decline 
as landlords struggle to keep the homes there occupied. The residents are vacating them and 
flocking to the newly constructed complexes on the outskirts of town, foregoing history and 
picturesque appeal for a parking garage and a view of the shopping mall. Joan of Arc is probably 
turning over in her grave.
Unfortunately, no one can be good at everything. Michael Phelps might not be a very 
good cook. Maybe Shakespeare had a really lousy golf game. And when you’re that good at 
something—the way the French are at the majority of architectural styles, from Baroque to 
Beaux Arts, Romanesque to Renaissance—other things are bound to fall by the wayside. It just 
so happens that the wayside in France has recently been paved over with concrete. I mean, how 
can you build medieval monasteries and cobblestone sidewalks and think that you should try 
your hand at pyramid-shaped vacation resorts? It’s like Bill Gates taking up basket weaving.
Of course, there’s something to be said for modernizing, and I know that there has to be a 
balance between the ancient and the up-to-date, even in Old-World France. But can’t they just 
stick a WiFi hotspot and granite countertops—and, God forbid, a little air conditioning—in that 
ancient home, rather than building a brand-new, flat-fronted thing that resembles something 
your kids would make out of Legos?
Nothing ruins a 14th-century skyline like 
aluminum siding. How can the very same 
culture that brought us Notre Dame (and, 
thankfully, will soon be bringing it to us once 
again) also be the ones behind that museum 
in Paris that looks like a water park? And in 
the otherwise lovely town of Nîmes, directly 
across from an ancient Roman arena dating 
back to around 100 A.D. (and where bullfights 
are still held even today), they built a modern-
day eyesore that was meant to look like the 
folds of a toga. Someone astutely remarked that it looks more like a building wrapped in Saran 
Wrap. Perhaps the French should leave contemporary architecture to those with less developed 
aesthetics. Like the Americans. 
During World War II, much of the formerly beautiful town of Le Havre in Normandy was 
destroyed by German bombings, and many Havrais found themselves homeless. Following the 
liberation, the American forces who had helped free France continued to try to help by building 
homes for the displaced residents. This was both noble and necessary, but what they constructed 
was a rush job, as the need for shelter was 
pressing. It was done with cheap and readily 
available materials and in the styles that were 
becoming popular in the States at the time: 
mid-century boxy bland and concrete chic. 
Though we had only the best intentions, we 
may have succeeded in creating a monster—a 
huge, hulking, 10-story monster with plate-
glass eyes, steel-rodded teeth, and plastic 
innards. Are we, as Americans, in any way 
to blame for the downward spiral of French 
architecture since the end of the 1800s? And 
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spiral it so often does—with floors that wrap 
around each other and painted metal balconies 
projecting from each one.
Perhaps it has absolutely nothing to do with 
us. Maybe as a world leader in architectural feats 
throughout history, the French want to continue 
to keep ahead of everyone by pushing the 
envelope with whatever they build. They want to 
be creative and original. After all, they’ve set the 
architectural bar pretty high. It’s just unfortunate 
that the bar is forged in titanium and holds up 100,000 tons of metal and glass in an equilateral 
cement structure with bubble windows.
Or, maybe the reason that the French keep wanting to build everything so modern and 
funky is because they’re tired of the old and the beautiful. Maybe the charm of the charming 
has worn off for them, and so they are forced to seek new ways to make architecture exciting. It 
must be so incredibly tedious and tiresome to constantly see all those stunning stone buildings 
and wood-beamed houses, so they want to try something completely new. And modern. I guess 
if old architecture is all (or mostly all) you’ve ever known, it naturally wouldn’t seem so lovely, 
unique, or appealing anymore, while concrete and steel, on the other hand, would therefore 
seem attractive and even exotic. The grass is always greener on the other side of the limestone 
fence.
I went for a run one day around Montpellier and happened upon a construction site. 
Surrounding the fenced-off site were signs with photos of the future building along with promises 
of breathtaking views, a prime location close to the historic town center, and only the highest-
quality construction materials. The architects were clearly very proud of their masterpiece-in-
the-making and even boasted of a prize that the designers (or their plans) had won. But as I 
headed back towards town, with its medieval streets, Haussmannian apartments, and ancient 
cathedral, I couldn’t help but wonder why anyone would 
prefer to live in a layer-cake-esque high-rise that looks more 
like something you’d serve at a wedding than something 
you’d want to call home—even if it does have a view of the 
Mediterranean.
Personally, I simply don’t understand the desire to live 
in a new-construction building when there are all those old 
and quaint places nearby that are so much cuter and more 
charming. I don’t think I could live in some modern towering 
box overlooking the gorgeous medieval half-timbered house 
next door. It would fill me with longing every time I glanced 
out the window and saw all that amazing historic architecture 
that someone nearby was living in and benefitting from. For 
me, at least, it would feel like having a really hot gay man as a 
roommate—I’d have to look at all that beauty and 
not be able to have any of it for myself.
Modern architecture in France is practical, 
cost-effective, probably environmentally sound, 
often whimsical, definitely creative—but alas, 
oh-so-very ugly. While I do applaud their 
architectural diversity and imagination, I would 
much rather see their cobblestoned streets, 
beamed ceilings, and masonry. And, I assume, 
so would the majority of the 90 million tourists 
who flock to France every year. They don’t come 
all that way for cement walls and steel girders, do they? So, with an 80-billion-euro tourism 
industry hanging in the balance, I would dare to ask the French: If you build it—I mean, if you 
build it like that—will they still come?
Out With the New and In With the Old
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If you ask me, English is not the most beautiful of languages. It is a useful language, a fun 
one. It has spunk and attitude and so many meaningful and profound and interesting words 
(171,476 words in current use, to be exact, though not all of them profound nor interesting). You 
can make great puns and jokes and thought-provoking sentences in English. I have the utmost 
respect for our beloved language. After all, I have devoted the last four years of my life to its 
study—to cultivating an in-depth understanding of English and all its many literary successes 
and grammatical idiosyncrasies. It is highly expressive and endlessly worthwhile, and I would 
never dare to say that it is an entirely unpleasurable language to listen to. Its sounds are not as 
cringe-worthy or abrasive as those in certain other languages, and English doesn’t torture the 
ear with constant and unrelenting displeasure like the audible equivalent of a bad pair of shoes 
rubbing a blister on the top of your foot (like my sandals I wore to France last summer). But 
objectively speaking, English just really isn’t all that pretty to hear. It’s abrupt and choppy and 
sometimes harsh.
But French? French is smooth and lovely 
and sweet. It flows. The French go out of their 
way to connect words to avoid choppiness 
and disjunction. French is a song on the 
croissant-scented wind. It’s a choir of angels 
in a field of lavender in Provence. It’s the 
whisper of a Jacques Dutronc melody. It’s 
like getting an ear massage. While sipping a 
good bottle of Bordeaux. On the Champs-
Elysées. The sounds of French ooze like a ripe 
camembert. Compared to French, English 
sounds like one of those muffler-less motor 
scooters screaming all around France.
In fact, French is such a musical and beautiful language that it doesn’t matter what they’re 
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saying; it still sounds nice. The words for unemployment, cellulite, STD, garbage, brain cancer, 
and global warming all have a certain ring to them in French. And war, famine, poverty, and I 
hope you die a slow, painful death of dysentery sound so much better when said in French. In fact, if 
you’ve ever been cussed out by a French person, their angry demeanor and expressions surely 
don’t match their beautiful words.
They say that animals don’t understand 
the words being said to them; they just listen 
to the sounds of the speaker and develop an 
emotional reaction accordingly. So, French 
animals, who hear nothing but the melodic 
sounds of French, have it pretty good. Of 
course, the French love their dogs. Beaucoup. 
And they have lots of them. According to one 
source, France has one of the highest dog 
populations in the world, with the dog-to-
human ratio at about 17:100.2  This means 
there are as many 
as 10 million dogs in France, with more than 500,000 of them in Paris 
alone.3  And though it’s not an exact statistic, I’m sure, France also 
has some of the happiest dogs in the world, and not only because the 
French obsessively dote on their canine friends, allow them in hotel 
rooms, and let them freely defecate all over 
the streets (10 million dogs’ worth of poop). 
It’s also because their owners always speak 
to them so pretty. 
(Incidentally, the French supposedly 
believe that stepping in doggie doo with 
your left foot will bring good luck.4  Just think of how high your odds 
are, then, of getting lucky in the streets of France.)
Surprisingly, however, not everything in the French language is 
beautiful. Here is a rundown of a few of the less appealing facets of 
this overall delightful language.
State of the R
Ah, the French R—the only thing that taints the perfection of the French language. I think 
when God created the French, he was afraid that he might be showing too much favoritism 
toward them. He gave them beautiful landscapes, a climate for growing the ingredients for all 
that amazing food as well as vineyards that produce exquisite wine, endless limestone to make 
beautiful buildings, the sea on three coasts, and that incredibly gorgeous language. Then he must 
have looked down and thought, “Darn it! I’ve given them far too much. I’m being way too nice. 
I’m such a sucker! All of my peoples have flaws—I need to find one for the French.” And so, with 
that, God created the French R.
The French R is a guttural, throaty sound, similar to those you’d hear in certain Germanic or 
Arab languages. It is a sound that seems out of place in the very harmonious phrases of French. 
The French R is the black fly in the Chardonnay, the drops of blood on the snow-covered field, 
the green stain on your wedding dress. The letter R is in a lot of French words—it is as prevalent 
a letter in their language as it is in ours—so this issue comes up rather regularly. 
The letter is formed in the back of the throat, as if you were gargling mouthwash or attempting 
to clear your throat of post-nasal drip. If you ever watch those 
gruesome plastic surgery shows (or, if you happen to know 
from firsthand experience), the sound of the French R is rather 
reminiscent of the noise of fat being sucked out of some poor 
patient’s thighs during a liposuction procedure. Or the sound 
of your spit being vacuumed out through a tube when you go to 
the dentist. It’s also one of the hardest letters for a non-native 
French speaker to conquer. Nothing screams “American accent” 
like a Yank painfully massacring the sentence, “Richard va 
rencontrer Rose à Rouen pour un rendez-vous vraiment très 
romantique.”
Dave Barry once wrote a hysterical column5  about how 
Americans have such a hard time pronouncing the French R 
that words like Rouen just come out sounding like “Woon.” 
I used to have a good French friend named Ronan Robert. 
Facetiously, I called him Woon. (If anyone knows of his current 
whereabouts, please let him know that I would really relish the reestablishment of our rapport. 
Several years ago, he disappeared from Facebook and therefore the world).
The French R has grown on me over the years. It’s bold, it’s attention-grabbing, it punctuates, 
and it resonates. It might just be that we as a species can get used to anything—the way you 
become immune to your own stink or learn to live with the pain of rheumatoid arthritis. As a 
matter of fact, I’ve almost come to appreciate the harsh sound of the French R—about as much 
as I appreciate my next-door neighbor’s yappy mutt. And the more French I speak, the better I 
get at honing my own French gargling skills, so that each time I pronounce a French R, I am très 
ravie. Nailed it.
Thinking About You: The Second Person
Unlike English, French has more than one form of the word you, depending on the context 
and whom you are addressing. Vous is used for people you don’t know very well, people whom 
convention demands you keep at a certain distance, or more than one person at a time. It shows 
formality, plurality, and respect. Tu (or toi, depending on its use in the sentence), on the other 
hand, is used for close friends and family or those who are younger than you. It shows intimacy 
and familiarity. Tu is also regularly used among people of the same age—even upon a first 
meeting—to show friendliness or good will. 
This is all well and good; however, it can lead to many an awkward or uncomfortable 
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conversation—if you are unsure which 
form to use—as you try to avoid the 
matter. And using the wrong form almost 
guarantees embarrassment. This you 
debate is something that English speakers 
take for granted, as you is just you and it 
doesn’t make any difference. But in French, 
you must be handled delicately. It’s like 
trying to decide when you dare call your 
new significant other “Babe” or “Hon” in 
the beginning of a budding relationship.
I’ve tried rather clumsily to skate 
around the “you” issue in many a French dialogue, but alas, it is very difficult to avoid saying 
you when addressing someone directly. Sure, there are ways. Instead of saying, “Where do you 
live?”, you can say, “So, home is…?” Instead of, “What do you like to do for fun?” you can try, “Cat 
videos and needlepoint are a blast, yes?” And, “What did you do today?” becomes “Today was a 
good day full of stimulating activities?” But this is challenging and cumbersome and really puts 
a damper on the flow of conversation. And it can only go on for so long—a “you” is bound to 
slip in there somewhere.
Of course, one can always follow the lead of the person you are speaking to and use whatever 
form of you he or she uses, but this is not foolproof either. If the CEO of your company decides 
to call you tu, he’s being friendly. If you reciprocate with this casual form of address, you’re being 
disrespectful. But then again, if the hostess of book club tutoies you, she might be attempting to 
be amiable or welcoming and to put you at ease. If you respond by vousvoie-ing her in return, in 
an effort to be deferent and courteous, this could, in fact, be perceived as haughty or standoffish. 
You don’t want to rebuke someone when they’re just trying to be warm and approachable. 
Americans offer a joke or a hug to break the ice. The French kiss you on the cheeks and call you 
toi. So, before you counter with your chosen form of you, ask yourself if you want to err on the 
side of being perceived as cold or as crass, friendly or flip. It’s risky business, and while you just 
might get it right, sometimes you simply can’t win.
I’ve been tutoied by both a French senator and a high-ranking official at the French consulate 
in New Orleans. Personally, I take that as a 
compliment, because it says that they think 
highly enough of me to count me among their 
trusted comrades and address me more warmly 
than they would a stranger in the Métro. Having 
a senator or diplomat designate you a “toi” is the 
equivalent, in this country, of having him invite 
you out for beers or bring you the cookies that 
his wife baked. But the thought of addressing 
either of them in the same manner strikes fear in 
my heart—could I, should I … dare? I’ve already 
gone running to other French-speakers for advice, who assured me that I best not treat the crème 
de la crème with such familiarity unless given the go-ahead by them directly. Therefore, in the end, 
I gave the senator the title of vous, and that seemed to go over with him just fine. And the other 
man in question? Well, I continue to avoid using you in either form in all correspondence with 
him, but, again, you can only beat around that particular bush for so long.
Now, you can always ask what the preferred form of you is—and many people do—but this, 
too, is awkward and gives undue emphasis to the problem. Drawing attention to the elephant in 
the room only means that you notice it more when he knocks over the furniture. This tu/vous 
boundary is a fine line to walk, and we all know that elephants aren’t very dainty.
When it comes to the uncertainty of resorting to the use of the more casual tu, my friend 
Margaux swears by the age-old policy of asking for forgiveness, not permission. She says that 
her trick is to just go for it, quickly apologize afterwards, and gauge their reaction. If they tell 
you it’s fine, you’re good—tutoie them. If, on the other hand, they nonchalantly tell you not to 
worry about it, you’ve probably overstepped. 
They’ll let it slide this time, but you better not do 
it again. This is not unlike many things in life, 
like helping yourself to the last croissant in the 
bag or popping open the special-occasion brandy 
without checking first. 
Last December, I received a “Merry Christmas” 
text from a French number I didn’t recognize. 
Never wanting to respond, “Who is this?”, which 
always seems a little gruff, I would normally 
simply write back, “Thanks! You, too,” with no 
questions asked. But, in France, even this potential response was complicated, because I didn’t 
know in what form of you I should tell this stranger to enjoy the holidays.
Sometimes, watching if other people vousvoie or tutoie each other can be fun or gossip-worthy, 
as it provides insight into the status of their relationships. For example, if you see Jacques and 
Celeste having a tête-à-tête at the company party, listen to see how they address each other. If it’s 
with vous, they’re likely just coworkers. But if they’ve stepped it up to tu, well, this is how rumors 
get started.
The only other way to avoid the tu/vous 
dilemma is to use the infinitive, which you’ll 
sometimes see on public signs and in instructional 
texts and manuals. Instead of, say, telling 
someone—in one of the two possible French 
forms of you—to please place piece A into slot 
B, the problem can be avoided by saying instead, 
“Piece A is to be placed in slot B.” Yes, it works, 
and it does skirt around the you question, but its 
uses are limiting and therefore impractical. Not 
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to mention, it’s not very elegant.
I’ve spoken to French people about this issue, and they admit that it’s often perplexing 
for them as well. They, too, are sometimes unclear on the issue. While they have considerable 
practice at it and are therefore able to finesse the problem much more easily than a non-native 
French-speaker might, they have their own difficulties with it. There are so many issues of rank, 
relationship, and ritual that all play into it.
Vousvoie-ing is a learned science that comes with training and maturity, even for native 
speakers. When a kid first learns to speak, everyone they come across is a toi—family, teachers, 
even total strangers (which is usually the 
exact opposite in adulthood). Much like many 
American beginners first learning French, 
young French children can’t even grasp the 
idea of the formal vous. Vous simply doesn’t 
enter into their vocabulary, but comes with 
discipline and schooling, like learning to say 
“please” and “thank you.” Only as children 
age and develop do they begin to understand 
and employ the formal form of you. Similarly, 
all children, whether you know them or not, 
are referred to as toi’s. As they grow up, this 
eventually changes, though I am not sure at what age kids are suddenly deemed worthy of a vous 
label, or how the French establish that. Does it come with puberty? At a specific age or maybe 
in the fifth grade? Once they’re tall enough to ride all the rides at Disneyland? I really don’t 
understand how they decide when a child graduates from tu to vous and if all French citizens are 
on the same page about it. Is there some sort of mutual understanding? An unwritten law? Is it 
in the French language handbook? It’s all so very complicated. 
He Said, She Said: The Gender of Words
French is a gendered language. If there are some 130,000 words in the French language, a 
huge percentage of those have to be either nouns or adjectives. And every single one of these 
thousands of French nouns and adjectives is either masculine or feminine. Luckily, we don’t 
have to deal with that in English. A tree is a tree and a hat is a hat and ugly is just ugly, and 
neither one is either male or female. It just is. We don’t have boy pineapples or girl chairs or 
female lasagna in English. But in French, not only do you have to learn a word, what it means, 
and how to pronounce it, but you also have to remember whether that word is masculine or 
feminine. There’s le and la and un and une and a whole slew of other gendered modifiers that 
you have to plop down in front of every single noun. Cheese is not just fromage, it’s le (masculine) 
fromage. And a frog’s leg is une (feminine) cuisse de grenouille. And beautiful can be either belle 
or it can be beau, and they are not interchangeable. And since there is very often little rhyme 
or reason to why a particular word has the gender that it has, it pretty much comes down to 
memorization. Or instinct. Or dumb luck. For instance, the word for mustache in French is 
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upper lip or Uncle Georges has man-boobs, the gendering of nouns doesn’t always seem all that 
logical. Wine is masculine but beer is feminine. Finger is masculine but hand is feminine. Chocolate 
is masculine and vanilla is feminine. I don’t get it. It’s a wonder anyone masters speaking French 
at all, even the French.
In our modern world of gender-neutral pronouns, female leaders, and women’s equality 
movements, having a gendered language presents issues of its own. Sometimes, French is 
downright sexist. “Doctor,” for instance, is médecin, a masculine noun, even if the doctor happens 
to be female. And there’s no feminine version of chef or architect or journalist or judge. The 
masculine form prevails. The male always takes precedence. A similar rule of this sort: If you 
have 20 women (or 50 or 100) and even just one man in a group, grammar insists that this group 
be referred to as if it were a group of all men. No matter how outnumbered by the ladies, so 
much as one man sways the gender of the language to the masculine for the entire group. Haven’t 
women fought for years against this exact type of bias? 
The French, being generally a progressive lot (they are way ahead of us on dealing with 
climate change, for instance), have taken notice and attempted to address such difficulties. 
They’ve come a long way, and additional feminine words are still under consideration. For 
example, there is now a word for a female lawyer and a female president and a female senator, 
which are all relatively recent additions to the French language (and, heck, we don’t even have 
that distinction in English).
But there are also other, more practical concerns with a gendered language. I was shopping 
for a baby gift in Paris for my newly pregnant friend. Unsure of the gender of her unborn 
child, as she surely was, too, at that 
early date, I quickly realized that 
shopping for said baby in France 
was going to present another set of 
challenges. I was looking at adorable 
little bibs with French sayings like 
“Aren’t I cute?” or “When I Grow 
Up, I Want to be Just like Mom.” 
But the problem was, I couldn’t get 
anything that wasn’t destined for a 
baby of a certain gender. And since 
I didn’t know what gender that was 
going to be, I didn’t dare get one at 
all. Gender-neutral baby gifts are 
hard to come by, due to the fact that 
gender-neutral words in French 
don’t really exist. The words for “cute” 
or “grown up” or any other adjective must be either feminine or masculine. I gave up and bought 
her a set of baby bottles instead, perfect for either a boy or a girl.
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As far as big cities go, Paris is rather 
aesthetically pleasing. There are all those old 
buildings, magnificent bridges, elaborate 
monuments, and artsy stuff. Anywhere you 
look, Paris has something to keep your eyes 
from ever getting bored. But what does Paris 
smell like? Is it the buttery smell of fresh-baked 
bread oozing out of every boulangerie you pass? 
Is it the odor of car exhaust and diesel fumes? 
Not that I’ve noticed. The climate-change-
conscious French surely have organic, non-
carbon, no-emissions, environmentally sound, 
corn-based fuel. Or is it the stench of the poop of half a million dogs? Nah. They doubtless feed 
their dogs organic, farm-fresh, ethically produced, environmentally sound, corn-based dog food 
that leads to odorless emissions on the sidewalk. No, it was my experience that Paris smells like 
chocolate. New Orleans smells like pot, but Paris unmistakably smells like chocolate.
Every year, at the end of October and into the first few days of November, Paris holds a 
chocolate trade show in its giant conference center. There are hundreds of vendors, chocolate 
experts, and chocolatiers who come out for this event—hawking everything from chocolate bars 
to chocolate booze—and there are probably thousands of chocolate-loving attendees who show 
up as well, to sample and to shop. 
This chocolate conference is well-publicized, and I saw signs and ads on trains and buses 
for weeks leading up to it. With these constant reminders and obvious temptations, it was an 
event that was hard to pass up. I was excited to attend and therefore purchased my ticket well in 
advance. Considering the number of free samples and tastes and amuses-bouches provided at the 
event, it was certainly worth the 15-euro price of a ticket to get in.
Who doesn’t like chocolate? And yet, if you really can have too much of a good thing, 
Life is Like a Bottle of Chocolate
4746
France Like Nobody’s Watching
the delicious “Salon du Chocolat” is it. It’s 
chocolate overload. There are miles of 
chocolate in all its forms: chocolate pastes 
and pastries, chocolate mousse and macarons. 
There were chocolate fountains and chocolate 
fashion and chocolate by the piece or the 
pound. There was sugar-free chocolate; white, 
milk, dark, and flavored chocolate. There was 
chocolate from France and the Philippines, 
Vietnam and Venezuela, Cambodia and 
Colombia, and Tahiti, Thailand, Trinidad, 
and Togo. In all, 60 different countries 
brought their chocolate to the show.  
I saw chocolate molded and sculpted and carved into every conceivable shape: sawblades, 
wrenches, putty knives, faucets, high-heeled shoes and flipflops, writing tools and plumbing 
tools, croissants and baguettes, cameras, flowers, purses, watches, treble clefs… One place had 
an entire village made out of chocolate. 
They chocola-fied pretty much everything 
edible. There were chocolate-covered pretzels, nuts, 
marshmallows, coffee beans, fruit, puffed cereal, truffles, 
pralines… If you can eat it, you could probably find it 
there—dipped, enrobed, or drenched in chocolate. Besides 
just indulging in chocolate, you could watch a fashion 
show with models decked out in chocolate dresses, attend 
a professional chef’s demo, or take a class in chocolate-
making or chocolate-pairing. 
When I got to the Salon du Chocolat just before noon, 
there was a line out the door to get in. I waited my turn, 
got my ticket scanned, and entered chocolate paradise. 
Chocolate overkill. It was chocolate as far as I could 
see. In fact, I couldn’t even see all the way to the other 
end of the room but knew that it was entirely filled with 
chocolate and those gorging themselves on it.
These sorts of events are very overwhelming, and I’m easily overwhelmed. Which way to go? 
Towards the pastry section or the chocolate mousse bar? Head for hot chocolate or chocolate 
ice cream? I didn’t know which way to turn or how to strategically approach the daunting task of 
tackling every booth in the place. I needed a plan of attack, a game plan: I could go row by row 
or aisle by aisle, as long as I didn’t miss a single exciting chocolate opportunity.
Within minutes of walking in the door, I already felt a panic to stuff myself with all the free 
samples—any I could get ahold of—and quickly, or risk missing out. Like they were going to 
run out of the 15 tons of chocolate in the place 
or take it all away from me. I wanted one of 
each—every single piece or spoonful on offer 
in the entire gigantic chocolate extravaganza. 
I had a severe case of FOMC: Fear of Missing 
Chocolate. But with some 500 vendors, most 
of whom were giving away multiple samples 
each, I very quickly realized that I needed to 
be more selective in my chocolate gluttony, or 
risk nausea and fat retention.
I wandered around in the most efficient 
method that I could figure out, tasting, 
shopping, sampling, eating, and re-sampling. I took photo after photo of chocolate goodness 
and searched for Christmas gifts for my chocoholic father, all while scarfing and devouring 
and gobbling more chocolate. When I finally reached my saturation level, I kept chowing down 
anyway, because I was afraid that I might miss out on something particularly delicious. Not to 
mention, I certainly didn’t want to hurt anyone’s feelings by refusing their chocolate charity. 
The chocolate they were doling out might be something they were especially attached to, the 
fruits of their painstaking labor. Therefore, to say “No, thank you” would be insulting and mean. 
Besides, free chocolate is like free booze; you simply don’t refuse it, whether you want it or not. 
So, satiation gradually became repulsion, but still I forged on—mind over matter, woman over 
chocolate.
It was right around the time of this 
chocolate show in late October when New 
York City passed a law to ban the sale of foie 
gras, causing quite an uproar in France. Foie 
gras is a French culinary staple, and they are 
very proud of it. So, when the exportation of 
such a product is curbed because the animal 
rights activists in the Big Apple say that the 
geese are being force-fed to fatten up their 
livers, it’s a blow to France’s cultural ego. I 
remember thinking that the New Yorkers 
were overreacting, but after attending the 
Salon du Chocolat, I started to reconsider 
and side with the geese. I was being force-fed chocolate.   
At one point in my meanderings, I stumbled across a nice old man selling chocolate-flavored 
sparkling wine. I think his name was Jean-Pierre. I’d never seen or heard of such a thing and 
found it to be a rather unusual yet fascinating concept. Asking me if I’d like to try some, he poured 
an ice-cold sample in a mini-plastic cup and handed it to me. It was strange but surprisingly 
good. I was intrigued. 
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Jean-Pierre was partnering with a professional engraver, named 
Daniel, who sat working in the back of his booth. Together, they had 
an especially good deal on offer. For the bargain price of 20 euros, 
you would get your chocolate wine, which the nice engraver would 
personalize with words and pretty designs on the bottle, along 
with a drinking glass of your choice (options: wine glass, pint glass, 
champagne flute, or water glass), also engraved.
As I stood there debating a purchase and pondering what I would 
have engraved on my bottle, other people came up to the booth to taste 
this chocolate oddity. It was interesting to watch. One lady took a sip 
and said, “Hmmm, it’s disgusting.”
“Really?” I responded, surprised to hear her say so. “I like it.”
“So do I,” she added. “But it’s disgusting.” 
Yes, I suppose she had a point.
My parents were coming in two weeks. I decided to get a bottle that we could all pop open 
and share during their visit, with a nice and meaningful message engraved on it. Since my 
dad loves chocolate and my mom adores wine, and they both appreciate nice and meaningful 
messages from their adoring daughter, I figured it would be the ideal present. I placed my 
order and resumed my journey through the chocolate show. While I continued sucking down 
chocolate, my parents’ gift was being prepared for them.
Approximately 45 minutes and 145 chocolate samples later, I came back to retrieve my 
purchase. It was beautifully done. I had the bottle engraved with a mushy note. It said, in French: 
“Dear Mom and Dad, welcome to Paris. Thank you for the visit. I love you.” And at my request, 
the engraver added a little drawing of Notre Dame and some other embellishments. On the wine 
glass intended for Mom, he put, roughly translated, “The Wine of Mother Dearest,” with little 
flowers and swirlies and an Eiffel Tower. I was very pleased and felt good, despite my chocolate 
overindulgence that threatened to make me feel otherwise. After buying several chocolate bars, 
a tub of coconut chocolate spread, sugar-free chocolate for Mom, and a few pastries for myself 
for later, I called it a day—though I’d had enough chocolate for a lifetime. 
 When I got home that evening, I put all 
my recently purchased chocolate gifts away. 
Without a lot of extra storage space in my tiny 
room, I had started a little gift depository on 
the top shelf of my closet, to store gifts heading 
in both directions: either those from New 
Orleans to be distributed to friends in France 
or those bought in France and intended for 
folks left at home. It was becoming a rather 
large collection of giveaways. 
Just a couple days later, I left for one 
of my many trips around France. I was 
headed to Montpellier to visit some friends, 
immediately followed by a couple days 
in Corsica, where I would be staying with 
a friend from Paris who was there on a 
freelance job. Interestingly, this particular 
friend refused to meet up with me in Paris the 
entire time I was there but invited me to visit 
her in both Corsica and Strasbourg, 570 and 
246 miles away, respectively. But that’s okay. 
It gave me added incentive to travel and a free 
place to stay.
When I returned five days later, I was greeted by an overpowering odor permeating my 
little room. It was a strong chemical smell—an odd and unpleasant aroma, the origins of which 
were impossible to identify, but it smelled like industrial adhesive or varnish. I opened a window, 
figuring it would slowly dissipate, but the smell never went away. Not ever.
My first reaction was to become angry, convinced that someone had entered my room in my 
absence to release such a stink. Maybe maintenance had come in to unclog my sink drain, and it 
was drain cleaner I was smelling. Maybe the cleaning lady had come in and done some cleaning 
with a horrible-smelling cleanser (then again, highly unlikely that my cleaning lady would do 
such a thing). I even convinced myself that the little wooden panes stuck to the window glass, 
which had doubtless been there for years, had really been added only since I’d been away, and I 
was now smelling the stench of glue. But as the evening progressed while I unpacked my suitcase 
from my trip, I slowly started to notice another smell filling my room. I could have sworn I 
smelled chocolate. It was a much more subtle undercurrent mixed in with the intense chemical 
odor—kind of like chocolate-flavored nail polish or cocoa-scented wall paint. But my nose was 
definitely picking up traces of chocolate. And at the time, I didn’t understand why.
Hours went by while I breathed in this unusual fragrance, and I simply couldn’t pinpoint 
it. Finally, much later that night, I happened to notice a clear, sticky substance oozing down 
the mirror in my closet. I was just about to run down to my building’s reception to furiously 
complain that “they” had gotten their chemical 
mess inside my closet as well, when it suddenly 
occurred to me what must have actually 
occurred. Oh, crap.
I grabbed my chair and stood on it to access 
the top shelf of my closet. One look at the box—
which was now visibly bent and mutilated, 
with paper peeling—that once held my beloved 
bottle of chocolate sparkling wine, and I knew 
I was right. The bottle had exploded all over the 
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inside of my closet. I immediately began verifying the extent of the 
damage.
First, I carefully picked up the wine box, and the unmistakable 
sound of shards of broken glass rattling inside it sounded like a 
stampeding moose had met a box of Christmas ornaments. I didn’t 
dare open it, but from the sound, there were more pieces inside that 
box than within a package of rice. Chocolate shrapnel. I checked for 
collateral damage: Miraculously, the engraved wine glass next to 
it survived. I then attempted to move the snow globe I’d bought for 
my friend Cédric, a gift that was in the vicinity and had apparently 
been soaking in a now-dried puddle of the chocolatey residue for 
days. But the box this present was sitting in was so stuck, so absolutely 
shellacked to the shelf, that I couldn’t pull it up at first. And when, 
after excessive tugging, I finally managed to, it brought the paint from 
the shelf with it.
I removed piles of clothes, seeking additional wreckage, and was pleasantly surprised to find 
it seemingly minimal. Things didn’t appear to be overly wet or sticky, and I was amazed that 
there weren’t more visible signs of chocolate wine devastation. I cleaned the mirror and wiped 
up what I could from the shelves, removing all evidence of the catastrophe that I was able to. 
But unfortunately, what was simply impossible to get rid of and lingered indefinitely was the 
smell. That smell. The sickening, unrelenting, virtually permanent, permeating smell of chocolate. 
Forget the chocolate expo; this was the real chocolate overkill.
Everything in that closet now smelled like chocolate. My whole room smelled like chocolate—
with a strong hint of burnt coffee. In fact, if my door was open, Margaux, who lived on my floor 
but way down the corridor and around the corner, could smell chocolate as soon as she walked 
out of her room. I tried air fresheners and scented candles and sprays, but nothing seemed 
capable of masking the scent of chocolate. The fruity deodorizers simply intermingled with the 
god-awful chocolate aroma, leaving me with a bedroom 
that wreaked of chocolate-covered cherries or strawberries. 
But not in a pleasant way. Even when out on the town or far 
away from home, I could smell chocolate on my coats, my 
sweaters, my scarf wrapped around my face where my nose 
was yet again forced to breathe in the dreaded fragrance. 
This went on every day for months.
Besides just being consistently nauseated by the ever-
present smell of chocolate, I was greatly saddened by the loss 
of the heartfelt gift that I was so excited to give my parents—
and to partake of myself—during their visit. The entire thing 
was destroyed, broken into a hundred sad little pieces, and 
I hadn’t even taken a photo of it before its untimely demise. 
I had planned to but figured I’d do so upon its presentation 
to my parents. I didn’t know that time was ticking until it all blew 
up, or I surely would have snapped a picture.
I decided to give Jean-Pierre, the chocolate sparkling wine 
vendor, a call to see what he had to say and if he would be able 
to get me a replacement bottle in time for my parents’ rapidly 
approaching visit. I explained to him what had happened, 
expecting him to sound shocked and incredulous. He wasn’t 
either.
“Yeah, we must have weakened the bottle when we engraved 
it,” he told me.
Wait, what? Is that a thing? I thought. Engraving the bottle 
could have weakened the glass enough that it could explode? A 
quick Google search told me that the pressure inside a bottle of 
sparkling wine is around five to six atmospheres, or between 73 and 88 pounds per square 
inch—three times the pressure of the average car tire. That means that three car tires’ worth 
of chocolate wine had exploded all over my bedroom closet, and all he could say was an aloof 
equivalent of “oops”? Then, why on earth did you knowingly engrave it? 
I was lucky that the bottle was in the box and stored away at the time, when I wasn’t home—
not in my hands, not waiting to be opened, or sitting on the table as we readied the glasses and 
cheese nearby. This could have been a very different story. People in the olden days had to wear 
metal masks into champagne cellars to protect their faces from the glass missiles of potentially 
exploding bottles, and he nonchalantly put me at the same risk? I mean, I loved the engraving on 
that bottle, but I didn’t know that by having it there, I was putting myself in potential danger—
playing chocolate roulette. Such a risk was similar to leaving a cage door ajar and hoping that 
the bear inside wouldn’t decide to push it open. Because, after all, the bear might also just rest 
calmly in his cage, chilling out and smelling like chocolate.
By sheer luck and coincidence, my parents and I managed to find and buy another bottle 
of chocolate sparkling wine in the gift shop of the Museum of Chocolate in Paris. I think it was 
a different brand but tasted every bit as good, and it was most certainly unengraved, which 
allowed us to drink it responsibly—without 
putting ourselves at risk of eruptions or 
projectile glass.
When I began packing to leave Paris 
and fully removed all my belongings from 
my closet, I did find some items that had 
fared worse than I initially realized. They 
apparently had been direct hits when the 
bottle first exploded, and now that the 
chocolate wine had had time to soak in and 
saturate the fabric, I found several shirts that 
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had actually molded.
I packed up my worldly (and chocolatey) goods to head back home to the States—my 
souvenirs, postcards, memories, and chocolate-scented clothes. I stuffed them all into several 
overpacked, nearly overweight bags. And I also packed that smell and brought it home with me.
On my way back to New Orleans, I first stopped off at my parents’ house in Florida for a 
couple of weeks—to see them and to recuperate from my long trip. Opening up my suitcases in 
their guest bedroom was like peeling the wrapper off a Hershey’s bar. Chocolate smell filled the 
room. I unpacked everything from both my suitcases, smelling it item by item, and categorized 
it: clean, dirty, clean but still smells like chocolate. We did laundry, only to discover that in 
some clothes—probably the ones closest to the point of liquid contact in my Parisian closet—the 
chocolate smell wouldn’t even wash out. Once, I grabbed a pair of tights fresh from the wash, 
took a whiff: smelled like Gain detergent and chocolate.
Thinking I’d finally beaten the chocolate beast and was now mostly odor-free, I headed 
back to New Orleans. But then, the other day, I went to the gym and discovered that my clean, 
washed gym clothes refused to let go of the lingering chocolate aroma. I was sweating chocolate. 
This also meant that I had now carried this ongoing pungent chocolatiness to three separate 
destinations, covering a span of some 5,154 miles. 
Everyone I’ve told this story to always responds in the same manner: “Well, it could be 
worse. I mean, it’s chocolate!” And I always respond in the same way as well: Yes, there are 
fragrances worse than that of chocolate—stinky things I would never want my tiny room in 
Paris to smell like (and some of them, like camembert cheese, the place did stink of at some 
point). But if you’ve ever sniffed that artificial, super-fake, chemically produced chocolate smell 
and then been forced to live with it penetrating every single thing you own for months on end, 
you might think differently. Yes, you can have too much of a good thing. 
Paris smells like chocolate. New Orleans smells like pot—marijuana wafting through the air 
in the streets wherever you walk. But now, thanks to me (and my exploding bottle of chocolate 
wine), New Orleans also smells just a little bit more like chocolate.
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On a trip to the Béarn region of France, I 
somehow misplaced my credit card. I am still 
convinced that I left it in a restaurant I had dined 
in, and I called the place multiple times to inquire 
about it, but they swore that they never found 
it. Regardless, my parents were nice enough 
to make arrangements to have the credit card 
cancelled, replaced with a new one, and sent to 
me in Paris.
But, alas, I never received that new credit 
card. Not ever. I checked my mail every day for 
weeks, but it never turned up. My mailbox was bare. My dad had tracked the envelope and knew 
that it had gotten as far as the airport in Paris, but there was no trace of it beyond that point. 
We never could figure out where it could have gone. If someone had stolen it, they would surely 
be running around Paris with it buying foie gras and lap dances, but no one charged a centime.
This came up in trans-Atlantic conversations with my parents quite often—“I wonder what 
ever happened to that darn credit card!”—but with no possible explanation.
At least a month later, my mom said to me one 
day over the phone, “Ya know, I think we may have 
figured out where your credit card went!” And then, 
the truth came out. Blaming my dad for the entire 
mix-up, she next revealed to me her take on the 
situation.
Once the credit card was ready to mail, my 
mom had asked me, via text, where to send it. I had 
given her the address of the Fondation des États-
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Unis, complete with my room number. She 
wrote back, “And we should put your name on 
it?” Duh. Figuring that that was a silly question 
and that she would surely know I was joking 
(sarcasm is genetic, isn’t it?), I had responded, 
“No, send it to Emmanuel Macron!”
Yes, that’s right. They mailed my credit card 
to the president of the French Republic, which 
may explain why I never got it. Maybe someone 
thought that the whole thing was a bad joke and 
chucked the envelope in the bin. Or maybe the 
postal workers knew that Macron had posher 
digs than a tiny room with the bathroom down the stained hallway and, therefore, refused to 
deliver it to that address. If he did receive the card, Macron was surely too busy fighting Yellow 
Vests to forward it on to me—or to invite me to coffee for a more personal delivery. Whichever 
was the case, I never got the card, and was short one method of payment for weeks, until I finally 
got another replacement. 
As for my parents, Mom admits that 
though she does know the name of France’s 
fearless leader, she says that she wasn’t 
really thinking clearly at the time my text 
came in, didn’t anticipate any sarcasm, and 
thought that the Fondation des États-Unis 
was a government building. Therefore, she 
insists, sending it to the country’s highest-
ranking government official there was 
perfectly logical. Besides, she’ll have me 
know, my dad is the one who addressed the 
envelope.
Either way, we’re persuaded that the 
president has been using my credit card 
all this time to charge supplies needed to 
placate striking workers while also trying 
to pay off the French national deficit on 
credit. I’m glad I could help.
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If you were to conduct a poll on what constitutes a modern-day apocalypse, the top answer 
would likely win by a landslide (incidentally, landslides also make the top 10, right after tsunamis 
and earthquakes). Even more than global warming or an international shortage of beer, most 
people would agree: A cataclysmic, world-ending catastrophe would be losing their cell phones. 
I have experienced this very form of horrific disaster myself and lived to tell about it. But 
things were quite bleak and dicey for a while there. 
My tragedy was especially severe—an absolute scourge and 
epidemic, because I happened to lose two phones in one life-
altering swoop. This was a double devastation, like running out 
of both wine and cheese in the same meal, painfully falling down 
while also crushing the macarons you were carrying, or not only 
losing a favorite beverage and treasured gift because it exploded 
in the closet, but, even worse, having it cause everything you own 
to stink to high heaven for months afterwards. 
In France, I always had two phones on my person: One had 
my French number and could be used for all phone services while 
in France—such as GPSing my way to the wine bar or ordering 
takeout crêpes on Uber Eats; the other was my American phone, 
which had no French service but still worked when on WiFi and 
took really nice photos.
It was a Wednesday in early November, the day after I had gotten back from my trip to 
Corsica, with several newly purchased souvenirs, some regional delicacies, an additional sticker 
for my map of France, and oodles of recent photos in my phone. 
That evening, I had decided to run a few errands after work. I was looking for some air 
fresheners and fragrant candles to get that pervasive chocolate smell out of my room, as well as 
a few other non-essential items that weren’t important enough to justify losing two cell phones. 
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Naturally, I couldn’t have predicted that I was 
making a decision between attempting to 
rid my room of its eau de cocoa bouquet and 
hanging on to my cell phones. But because 
my mini shopping excursion put me in the 
wrong place at the wrong time, that’s how it 
ultimately played out.
After the fact, I got a bad case of the “if 
only’s”: If only I hadn’t run those errands. If 
only I’d gone straight home. If only I’d been 
smart enough to put my phones in my bag. If 
only I hadn’t been in the wrong place at the 
wrong time…
I went to several stores near work to pick 
up the various items on my list before deciding 
to call it a night and head for my train home. I 
compulsively checked for my phones because 
I was always so afraid of losing them—not 
of having them stolen so much as misplacing 
them—leaving them on a souvenir shop shelf next to the Notre Dame replicas I was looking at 
or on the café table next to my empty wine glass. So, when I left my last store of the night, I did 
my customary search to make sure that I had not one, but both of my cell phones. I stuck my 
hand in my pocket to verify their whereabouts, and there they were—one on top of the other in 
my jacket pocket. The left one. I was reassured that I knew exactly where my phones were and 
headed for the St. Michel Métro station.
Once inside the station, getting to my train involved navigating an indirect and convoluted 
route. There was a lot of walking along multiple train platforms and up and down escalators and 
staircases, which led into the deepest abyss of the Parisian Métro system—where pickpockets 
are indistinguishable from the rats. 
I was halfway down a set of steps when I heard a noise that I instantly recognized. A thud. 
A thwack. It is an unmistakable sound for anyone who has ever dropped, thrown, or, in general, 
witnessed a smartphone crashing to the floor or ground from any height, as most of us have. I 
knew immediately that it was the sound of a cell phone hitting cement, except that I never saw 
my phones fall and I hadn’t dropped them. Now, I don’t know all the tricks of the pickpocketing 
trade, but I can only assume that the hoodlum had managed, with magician-like sleight of hand, 
to eject the phones from my pocket and onto the ground without my knowledge, until the sound 
gave him away. He then must have stealthily snatched them up before I could see them there. In 
fact, I would venture to guess that the phones’ cement-ward tumble was unintentional and that 
he nearly botched the endeavor by allowing them to slip out of his grubby hands. Either way, I 
instantly caught on to his ploy.
I whirled around while simultaneously sticking my hand into my left pocket. It was empty. 
And two or three steps above me stood a sketchy individual—skinny, dark-haired, wearing 
maybe a grey jacket and carrying a black backpack (doubtlessly filled with the spoils of a fruitful 
pickpocketing mission). We made eye contact. 
I told myself this wasn’t really happening. It couldn’t be. I even managed to convince myself 
that my phones must be somewhere buried in my bag rather than in the pocket where I had 
felt them minutes earlier. I had to be certain, since I knew that I didn’t dare scream at a total 
stranger, accusing him of having ripped me off, swearing at him, and telling him to give me 
back my freaking phones, only to find out that, say, they were really in the right pocket, not the 
left. Therefore, in order to properly and thoroughly rummage through all my belongings for my 
phones, I climbed back up the stairs. He did, too. 
I was so disturbed at the unfathomable thought of being without my phones that I went into 
a mild state of shock, complete with a nervous feeling in my stomach, flushed face, increased 
heart rate, sweating, and denial—all symptoms typical in anyone involved in an upsetting event 
or illicit love affair. It was almost like an out-of-body experience. I stepped out of my distraught 
self and watched as I ripped through every possession that I had on me in search of my missing 
devices. I saw me wearing my bright blue belted jacket, with a pocket on each side big enough 
to fit two phones inside, and the talented pickpocket still standing beside me within arm’s reach. 
Perhaps he was hoping for additional inventory? Waiting to see if I had a third phone stashed in 
my bag? 
I didn’t pay much attention to him, as I was distracted by my own dilemma, but I did notice 
him speaking to another suspicious individual. An accomplice, I’m sure. While I was frantically 
digging through my bag, an announcement came over the loudspeaker, in multiple languages, 
as if staged to taunt me: “Pickpockets are apt to be active in this station, especially on the 
escalators…” Now you tell me. 
In French, this pickpocket-warning phrase is: “Les pickpockets sont susceptibles de réagir 
dans cette station.” However, if you were to take only the first part of the announcement, 
stopping it after “susceptibles,” the meaning alters significantly. In that case, what you would 
have said is: “Pickpockets are sensitive.” This is a phrase that I 
would most certainly never utter.
By the time I gave up and accepted the fact that my phones 
were gone for good, so was he. Down the stairs and out of 
sight. Though I searched for him for a while, I never saw him 
again. I thought I did once. There was some poor chump who 
looked a little bit like him. I walked up to that guy and said, 
“Are you the one who stole my phones?” He glared back at 
me like I was nuts, of course, and responded, “I have no idea 
what you’re talking about!” before stepping onto a train. But 
then, any trained pickpocket worth his assault would have 
said that very same thing. In my phone-deficient delirium, 
however, I was convinced that the station was now teeming 
with pickpockets of all stripes—that everyone in the station 
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was secretly a criminal. Even sweet little old 
ladies limping along with canes were surely 
stalking their next victims. 
Throughout the immediate post-
traumatic stress, my main concern was for 
my photos. I wasn’t thrilled about losing 
two phones and the financial burden about 
to come my way to replace them, but I was 
far more distraught at what was in the 
phones: over 30,000 photos, irreplaceable 
videos, memories, souvenirs, meaningful 
notes, journal entries, audio recordings from 
around France, music, text messages, and all the contact information of everyone I know. We 
keep our lives in our phones. But more than anything, it was the photos I was worried about. 
I had travelled all over France and taken thousands and thousands of pictures—they were my 
French experience in digital format. In addition to all those postcards, keychains, and snow 
globes I’d collected, my photos were what I had to show for all my time in France (and the photos 
offered a far more realistic portrayal of my experience than my keychains did). Therefore, the 
thought of those pictures being permanently gone made me feel as if someone had stolen France 
itself from me—or, at least, my connection to it.
Of course, my rational mind knew that I would most likely be able to recover everything 
from the cloud, but then again, we all hear those horror stories of phones or computers not 
properly backed up and crucial data lost for good. Since luck wasn’t exactly smiling on me that 
day, I was certain that I would be one of the unlucky few to suffer such a fate.
Right after the pickpocketing happened, I saw a couple guys who had lanyards around their 
necks walking through the station. They looked semi-official, and I thought they might work 
there. I went up to them and told them that someone had just stolen my phones. I’m fairly sure 
that they didn’t work for the Parisian public transport system after all. They were probably 
wondering, therefore, why I had chosen them—why they had to deal with this semi-hysterical 
woman in the train station when they just wanted to go home. They were mildly helpful and 
even less sympathetic. They did, however, insist on escorting me all the way to the ticket booth—
quite a distance away—to report the theft to the RATP worker there. I didn’t know how that 
was going to help me, but I also wasn’t in any state of mind to think for myself about what I 
ought to do next. So, I followed behind them gloomily, the walking dejected, trying not to cry 
and doubtless looking like I had just lost my best friend—or my iPhones. One of the men barely 
said a word to me while the other one kept telling me to “calm down,” which only succeeded in 
further aggravating me. It wasn’t a soothing “Calm down; it’s all going to be okay” sort of calm 
down. It was more of a “Suck it up, lady!” type of calm down. But I suppose that being annoyed 
with him was a good distraction from the more melancholy emotions I was feeling at the time.
The two mediocre-Samaritan strangers eventually dumped me off at the Métro ticket 
booth, briefly filling in the man working there. The Calm Down guy said to him, approximately 
translated, “She’s, like, about to cry and all…” and the transit worker told them that he could 
take it from there. I felt like a pathetic, unwanted burden being pushed off on someone else—the 
loser that no one wants to talk to at the party. I could tell that nobody really wanted to bother 
with me. 
I only talked to the man in the booth for a few minutes. He asked me a couple questions—
What happened? What did the pickpocket look like?—before he told me that there was really 
nothing he could do for me. I needed to go to the police. Yeah, probably. But all I wanted to 
do was go home, cry, and call my mom. The last thing I felt like doing was getting to the police 
station and filing a report. The police weren’t going to help me anyway. They didn’t get my bike 
back when it was stolen in New Orleans (four times), and they most likely weren’t going to get 
my phones back now. Why bother?
But I couldn’t go home just yet, either. I had to make the rounds of the station one more time 
in search of the thief, just in case he was still combing the area for additional sacrificial lambs 
with valuables. He was having one heck of a night and would surely want to keep up his lucky 
streak. He had gambled on me and won—hit the jackpot with two phones (one of which was an 
iPhone 10, no less). When you win at blackjack, don’t you keep playing? And when you score 
two phones at once, don’t you keep pickpocketing? Or maybe he didn’t need to—I had probably 
helped him reach his phone quota for the entire week. He’d caught a big fish that would last him 
several meals. 
In any case, I never found him. Therefore, I never got the chance to confront him, asking 
nicely if he would please return just one of my two phones—we could go halfsies—since he had 
enough to share. Nor did I get the chance to pull his ponytail, tackle him, and tear open his 
backpack, liberating my poor iPhones cooped up inside with too many others of their kind. 
Either I just missed him, or he’d decided to gather his plunder and call it a night. Quit while he 
was way ahead. I wandered around, seeking a person who resembled the slight visual I had of 
him in my head and accusing innocent people. Then I got on my train and headed home.
Once on the train, I burst into tears. I’m sure that I must have scared the two women seated 
across from me who surely took me for a crazy person in the 
midst of an episode. No one said a word or asked if I was okay. 
Paris is a cold place. So, I just stared out the window, thinking 
about my photos and praying that the cloud would come 
through for me. I was a sniveling mess. If I could have gotten 
one photo back for every melodramatic tear that I shed that 
night, I wouldn’t have lost a single picture.
When I got back to the Fondation des États-Unis, my 
friend Fabrizio from the front desk saw how upset I was and 
tried to console me. But once he found out what had happened, 
he was relieved, not outraged for me, the way he certainly 
should have been. He must have said at least 20 or 30 times 
that he had thought it was something so much more serious. He 
figured that I must have gotten some really bad news from 
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home or been diagnosed with a fatal disease—that something really awful had happened. Clearly, 
he didn’t understand the gravity of the situation. Losing a phone is worse than plague or famine. 
And losing two phones is worse than a mauling by bears or a rain of frogs (especially in France, 
where such a frog-themed plague would amount to a free lunch).
I remember being struck by Fabrizio’s lack 
of empathy and thinking, geez, is my tragedy 
not major enough for you? Should I just get over 
it? If I break my arm, will you not feel bad unless 
I break them both? Or if, for instance, you see on 
the news that somewhere in the South of France, 
one of the Leblanc twins disappeared, do you 
think, “No big deal, they have a spare”?
See, Fabrizio belongs to a very rare breed 
that is growing ever closer to extinction: those 
who are not obsessed with their phones and 
don’t see them as a necessary extension of 
themselves.
Though he had an iPhone—an old one; couldn’t have been any more recent a model than the 
4—he wasn’t glued to it, he didn’t check it constantly, and he didn’t need it for his very existence. 
In fact, Fabrizio would go to work and—gasp!—leave his cell phone at home. I do respect his 
retro attitude, but he needs to catch up with the times or he’ll get left behind. There’s a reason 
that the dodo bird died out, and it’s very likely because the entire species refused to adapt to 
using a smartphone.
I told myself that Fabrizio was an exception to the rule, and that the majority of people 
would have been far more sympathetic to my plight. After all, most folks would be equally as 
upset if they, too, lost their phone(s). I remember thinking: If you don’t think it would bother you 
if it happened to you, feel free to test out going phoneless by sending yours this way. I suddenly 
find myself in need of a new one.
As of November 2019, there had been 7,485 thefts within the Parisian public transportation 
system for the year (make that 7,486—or 7,487 if you count both my phones). That number is 
an increase of 59 percent over the previous year. And, of course, these numbers reflect only the 
incidents that they know about. There are surely significantly more that go unreported. 
The day after this happened, I went to the Apple store first thing in the morning. I had hoped 
to pick up a new phone and get it up and running by the time I needed to be to work. But I 
very quickly learned that buying an iPhone in France was going to be very expensive and very 
complicated. I needed a lot of space to store my extensive anthology of photos, and a comparable 
phone with even close to the memory I had had in my stolen device would cost as much as 1,600 
euros. And even worse, the set-up involved to get everything off the cloud—if it was still there—
would be next to impossible without access to an activated device with my American phone 
number, which I no longer had.
Fortunately, I have most exemplary parents who agreed to get me a new iPhone in the 
States, where it would be significantly cheaper and easier, and to bring it to me when they came 
to Paris to visit 10 days later. After multiple trips to the Verizon store and a substantial down 
payment, we ended up with a brand spanking new iPhone 11 Pro Max with enough gigs of 
storage for me to photograph every city in France at least 11 times. It was the latest and best 
phone out there, which turned out to be a worthy consolation prize for my having undergone 
a very rough night just the day before. But here’s the best part: They set it up and downloaded 
everything off of the cloud, including my 30,000+ photos and all my related French memories. 
I was thrilled. Someone had given me back my France in 512 gigs of data, all wrapped up in a 
pretty little package in the form of an iPhone 11. 
My phone and my photos would be there in 10 days—and, for the record, I was looking 
forward to seeing my parents as well, nearly as much—but I needed a phone to use in the 
meantime. My friend François was nice enough to loan me his old Samsung phone. It was 
ancient and shoddy, not user-friendly for an Apple devotee, and, ever since his kids, who played 
games and videos on it, had dropped it, the screen flashed enough to give one convulsions. But 
it at least permitted me to text (barely) and to communicate via Facebook messages, so I was no 
longer entirely isolated from others or reliant on Margaux to act as a go-between using her fully 
functioning phone. 
For some time after I was pickpocketed—and before I got my most admirable replacement, 
which helped to soothe my phone-imosity—I alternated between smartphone envy and device-
induced hostility (which may be just a misplaced side effect of the first ailment). I began to pay 
more attention to how many people in the Métro and commuter trains were consistently fixated 
on their phones and the devices’ many useful features, and I came to the conclusion that it was 
at least four commuters out of five. At any given time, one was sure to see 95 percent of a packed 
train car gawking at their smartphones. This would always minorly irritate me, but it did occur 
to me that maybe I was just jealous because, for some time while in between phones, I didn’t even 
have the option to gawk (I could barely make out the display on the Samsung, for all its flashing 
and twitching).
When my anger was not directed towards phone-yielding Parisians, it was inevitably focused 
on potential pickpockets, whom I was still 
convinced included nearly everybody 
around me (or, at least, everyone who 
was not too busy staring at their phones 
to initiate a robbery). Paranoid that 
they would strike again—if a second-
rate Samsung was tempting enough—I 
was constantly suspicious. I was always 
looking over my shoulder, tightly 
clutching my bag, scanning the crowd for 
anyone who looked like the pickpocket 
type, and certain that I would inevitably 
cross paths with the very culprit who had 
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stolen my phones the first time around.
My phone-induced lunacy was severe 
for a while. It even brought me to a dark 
place, where I began to hallucinate various 
revenge scenarios. First, I thought about 
walking through the St. Michel station, where 
pickpockets congregate with their rat friends. 
I would wave some fake, toy phone (or maybe 
just the Samsung, which seemed perfectly 
sacrificial) to get the pickpocket’s attention, 
baiting him. And then, I would pretend to 
stick the phone decoy into my coat, so he 
would reach into my pockets for the bait, where I would have placed a mousetrap. This was the 
perfect pickpocket-catching scheme, as he would certainly give himself away by screaming out 
in pain. If not a mousetrap, a very sharp object would likewise do the trick. All’s fair in love and 
the pursuit of pickpockets.
I also considered staking out the address where the “Find My Phone” app managed to locate 
one of my two phones—presumably, the kleptomaniac’s home-sweet-hideout—but I didn’t 
dare. I didn’t think that I could really take on a hardened pickpocket—at least, not without a 
mousetrap in my pocket.
And finally, I eventually had the notion to turn my cell phone fiasco into something positive, 
by helping others to avoid the same fate. I would become a cell phone superhero decked out 
in a bleu, blanc, and rouge cape, combing the trains and streets for unsuspecting souls like I had 
been, once upon a time—before the pickpocket stole my phones and my innocence. I would then 
steal their phones. It’d be so easy, since smartphone addicts are too absorbed in their phones to 
notice their surroundings. I would walk right up while they were seated on a park bench or train 
seat and just grab their phones out of their phone-clenching hands. Naturally, I would give the 
devices right back to them— a sort of modified Robinhood scenario—but in the interim, this 
would show them how careless they were being. I would enlighten them to the fact that there 
were delinquents in the trains and stations just waiting to relieve them of their phones, but 
unlike me, the others played for keeps. That ought to teach them to be vigilant. You don’t know 
what you’ve got until it’s gone, trust me. 
I also decided that I wanted to learn how to be a pickpocket. It would be a handy and fun 
talent to have. I’m not saying that I’d necessarily use the skill, if I were able to acquire it, but it 
would still be cool to know how to do it. A fun party trick. Like doing magic. Or playing the 
accordion.
A week after the “incident,” I finally went to the police to report my phones stolen. I was 
afraid that the cops were going to be mean or intimidating and was nervous about going, but I 
knew that it was the right thing to do. 
As I entered the prefecture de police, they stopped me at the door and insisted on searching 
my bag. Such security checks are very common in France, though more times than not, they 
don’t check very securely. It seems more for show, since the officers very often don’t verify the 
contents of your purse but simply put up the pretense of doing so—nothing more than a brief 
caress of the outside of the bag or a cursory glance inside. In one building, we were asked to put 
our possessions to the side of the metal detector and retrieve them after clearing the machine. 
They never even looked at what was set aside or passed them through the detector, and, therefore, 
if you happened to keep a gun in your backpack and not on your person, you could have easily 
brought it inside and done your worst. 
While the officers briefly patted my backpack, I asked if I was in the right place to report 
two iPhones stolen, but they told me they weren’t allowed to tell me that. I had to go and ask 
that simple question at the help desk, because it was her job to help and to answer such simple 
questions. They were not allowed to answer a simple question.
It turns out I was in the wrong place. I needed to go to the commissariat de police, not the 
prefecture. I headed in that direction, but soon found myself in the midst of a hailstorm, trying 
not to slip as I inched my way down the now-icy hill towards the correct address. Here I had 
thought that all the pickpocketing repercussions were in the past, but it seemed that smartphone 
karma wanted to deal one last blow. What the hail else could go wrong? The little voice in my head 
was trying to cheer me up with bad puns. 
Three armed police-people (two of whom were female) stood guarding the entrance to the 
commissariat, where they gave me the same cursory security check. I then went inside, filled 
out the necessary paperwork, and had a seat and waited for someone to help me. Only minutes 
passed before a cop called my name and told me to follow him to an office in the back.
I sat down at a desk across from him and told him what had happened and how and where 
and who. He typed it all into the computer as I talked. He also asked a lot of personal questions—
both for the record and out of curiosity, I think. What 
was I studying? What was I doing in France? What did I 
do before I was here? How old was I? (Even though he’d 
just typed my birthdate into my record.) 
I had placed my horrible loaner phone on the desk, 
and it flashed and twitched and flickered incessantly as 
the cop took down all the details of my case. I noticed 
that when he turned away from his computer screen, it 
was more to glance down at my scintillating device on 
the table than it was to look at me. 
Then my phone rang. I answered but finished the call 
as quickly as possible.
“Pardon me,” I told the nice guardian of the law, 
excusing myself for the interruption. “It was my mom. 
She was trying to track down the serial numbers of my 
missing phones.” This was something that they had asked 
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me for when I first entered the police station.
“No problem. In fact, I’m glad that it rang,” he responded. “Now I can see that it really is a 
phone and not a bomb. I was beginning to wonder.” 
 I always got so much crap for that phone. People constantly made phone-snobbish 
comments, outright made fun of me, or enquired as to whether the thing might make me have 
an epileptic seizure. One time, I went shopping at this “Made 
in France” expo. It was a France products conference—booths 
upon booths of Made-in-France goodies for sale, in a fancy, 
newfangled, humongous convention center that would make 
the Ernest N. Morial Convention Center look like some tiny 
mom-and-pop operation. It was every shopaholic Francophile’s 
dream. I saw an item I liked but needed to think about, so I 
asked the guy for a business card and told him I’d come back 
later. He said that he didn’t have business cards and I should 
just take a picture of his booth. Okay, no problem. But when I pulled out my phone to do so, the 
lady next to me laughed out loud at the sight of the phone, and the booth vendor took one look 
at it, said something along the lines of, “Um, yeah, never mind,” and somehow managed to spare 
a business card after all, which he promptly handed to me.
In any case, it turns out that I didn’t need to be afraid that the cops would be mean to me. 
The one who ended up on my case was chatty and kind. We talked about the U.S., travel, and 
photography. He was an aspiring photographer and was very interested in the fact that I had 
done some work in the area. We spent as much, if not more, time discussing photography and 
photographers than we did about my pickpocketing incident. He even pulled out his phone—
because he was lucky enough to still have one—to show me photos from the Paris Photo exhibit 
that had ended the day before. And we compared French government stories: My hanging out 
with senators and députés was matched by his having been invited to hang out at l’Élysée Palace, 
the French equivalent of the White House, with Macron. 
It’s been months now since my iOrdeal, and I’m recovering nicely. My iPhone 11 and I 
became fast friends, and he takes even better photos than my last iPhone buddy, who was taken 
from me long before his time. In retrospect, I’m trying to look at the bright side of it all—the old 
cliché of “everything happens for a reason.” I don’t know what that reason is. Maybe to teach me 
a lesson, or to make me mad at Paris so I wouldn’t be as sad to leave France when the time came. 
Or so I’d be more careful with my phones the next time. Perhaps it was because I had gotten my 
iPhone 10 just weeks before the 11 came out, and I was really meant to have the 11 after all. In 
fact, my parents are convinced that the whole thing was really just an elaborate ruse on my part 
to get an even better phone. They suspected that the pickpocket and I were in cahoots, or that I 
hadn’t been robbed at all and just sold both my phones on Facebook Marketplace. Whatever the 
reason for my bum luck, the end result is that I now have a better phone than the one I started 
with. I’m blessed with a recently released, fancy, top-of-the line phone. I upgraded. What started 
off as smartphone sorrow eventually had a happy ending. When life hands you lemons, make 
lemonade—and then upgrade it by spiking it with champagne.
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As much as I love Paris, I have discovered that 
all is not sweetness and light in the City of Lights. I 
learned the hard way that you can have a bad day, 
even in Paris. In fact, during my time there, I had 
those dark, everything-sucks, I-hate-my-life kind of 
moments that sometimes extended to a whole day 
or even several. They were the sorts of days when 
you wake up to a text from a friend cancelling the 
plans you’ve had for a month, decide that you don’t 
really matter to anyone in the greater Paris region—
except for maybe the guy at the crêpe stand because you’ve brought him some business—start 
to question your purpose there, and, in general, just feel sorry for yourself. I think that I had 
figured that Paris would eliminate all my woes, when, in fact, it brought about some of its own. 
Mostly, for all its beauty and culture and activities, Paris is a very lonely place. I was thrilled to 
be in France and to be living in Paris, and yet, I quite frequently found myself struggling with 
the Paris Blues.
There are many reasons to live somewhere: 
for your dream job, to be close to friends or 
family, for the sake of true love or a better public-
school system. But choosing your home—even a 
temporary one—based primarily on location 
means risking living in the loneliest of habitats. 
And that is what I soon realized about Paris.
You can love a place, but it’s never going to 
love you back. And even if you’re crazy about 
somewhere, there’s still no guarantee that you’ll 
love your life there—or, at least, not all of the 
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time. Sometimes your happy place just isn’t so happy.
Margaux said that living in France is like being in an abusive relationship. You don’t want 
to leave it because you love it. So, you stay, even though sometimes it treats you badly. You try 
not to think about all the many times it’s screwed you over, forgive it for all its faults, and focus 
with tunnel-vision on what made you so smitten in the first place. After all, you just want it to 
care about you, too. And so, the cycle of abuse continues, until you feel like crying and hiding 
under your Ikea comforter in your squishy twin bed.
Therefore, I sadly spent many of my 
days in a state of constant limbo: loving 
so many things about the place where I 
was and dreading having to leave it, while 
simultaneously hating my situation and 
circumstances and lonely existence. Being 
miserable in a place you hold dear is not 
easy, and not only for the obvious reasons 
that the word “miserable” invokes—not only 
because you expect so much more when 
living in a beloved location, which leads to 
disappointment and shattered expectations. But when you’re sad in a place that is supposed 
to bring you much happiness, add guilt and regret and self-loathing to the list. It’s probably my 
fault if I’m sad, and I’m just ruining my time here; after all, I’m living in a place that I adore!
Yes, home is where your heart is, even when your heart is broken.  
So, I figured that I was supposed to fix it—to snap out of it and just feel better. I knew I 
should get on a dating app so I could meet new people and get out more. Or one of those social 
outing apps, where they say you’ll be able to make friends by going to bar nights or picnics in the 
park. (I did try speed dating once. Not a huge success.) But it was so much easier to just hide out 
in the room where I was comfortable and cozy, stare at my French snow globe collection, and 
feel all gloomy. Or else travel.
I travelled a lot—partly because I wanted to see as much of France as I possibly could and 
put more stickers on my giant map, marking all the places I’d been. But I also travelled to run 
away, to get away from the loneliness. Except that the loneliness stowed away in my valise. I 
brought it with me everywhere I went. Although, if I’m honest, I was less lonely when I left Paris 
for a daytrip or a weekend; Paris is the city where loneliness collects and festers. 
Sometimes I went and visited people in other places who were nicer to me than those in 
Paris. But even when it was just me during my travels, solitary (as it very often was), I preferred 
to be an out-of-town outcast. Some people think there is nothing lonelier than travelling alone, 
but that all depends. 
On one of my solo trips, I dared to treat myself to a nice dinner out in a restaurant, alone 
(that was the last time I saw my credit card that Macron eventually got ahold of). It’s not fun to 
dine by yourself, but then again, I always got to pick the restaurant, I didn’t have to share my 
dessert, and it wasn’t rude to text at the table. This 
particular night, I asked a nice British lady who 
lived in the South of France to take my picture. 
That’s what I had to do when travelling alone, in 
order to get pictures of myself in the places I visited. 
I’d grown tired of selfies—in both a photographic 
and an existential sense. 
We got talking for a couple minutes, and she 
told me that when she saw me sitting there by 
myself—two tables down from where she and her 
husband sat—she thought that if she were me, she 
would have stayed in and ordered room service (I’d certainly considered it). It seemed like a 
mean thing to say, but I think she thought that my eating alone was ballsy and was trying to give 
me a compliment.
Sure, I would have much preferred to have had a travelling buddy, but somehow, and perhaps 
oddly, I felt ever-so-slightly less lonely when travelling by myself than I did just living my daily 
isolated Parisian existence. Perhaps it was because sightseeing and shopping for postcards 
in a different locale took my mind off the loneliness. Maybe it was the excitement of seeing 
somewhere new or a sense of adventure. Or, more likely, it was because it didn’t hurt as much 
when so-called friends in Paris couldn’t spare an entire weekend to spend with me—because 
that, I got—than it did when they couldn’t be bothered to meet me for an hour or two. It hurt 
less when they didn’t want to share a hotel room for a couple evenings than it did when they 
wouldn’t share a bottle of wine on a single night.
Maybe I should have asked the Redrum twins down the hall to come and play with me, after 
all.
Everyone else thought that I must be having the time of my life, because I posted a lot of 
happy-looking photos on Facebook. I took photos at those few moments when I was having fun, 
and I knew that I had to fake it when I wasn’t. Facebook pictures often lie—or, at least, they tell 
only half the story. It’s not like I was going to post “Life in Paris sucks!” either. No one would 
have believed me. And it didn’t suck all the time—far from it. Many times, I really was having the 
time of my life. Besides, it was still Paris, after all. A place that I love.
My mom felt bad for me, feeling all sad and 
lonely in Paris, and thought that I could rectify 
the problem by getting a pet fish. For whatever 
strange reason, she decided that a fish would be 
a good distraction and a worthy companion—
something to take my mind off my Paris Blues 
and someone (or something) that needed me to 
love it. I found it to be a rather odd suggestion, 
especially considering that four months is 
a slightly short time period to invest in a pet, 
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even a cheap one. But I tend to take my mom’s advice whenever possible, as she is older and 
wiser and tries not to lead me astray when it comes to matters of life and fish.
I decided to start the hunt for my new aquatic roommate in a pet store along the Seine River. 
I wandered into the shop and told the lady what I was looking for: a fish that was easy, low-
maintenance, didn’t need a lot of space (since I was living in a tiny room, after all), and, ideally, 
one that I could afford. She recommended either a simple goldfish or a betta.
Bettas are Siamese fighting fish—those beautiful, impressive-looking fish of every color that 
you often see consolidated into one section of a pet store, in multiple tiny bowls all lined up in 
a row, one lone fish per bowl. Encouraging such anti-social behavior among fish is due to the 
fact that if two bettas are put together in the same tank, they will fight each other to the death. 
They were bred to do so, and one or both of them will not survive. Bettas also require almost 
no space and, in fact, thrive in smaller containers and require minimal upkeep. And they are 
gorgeous and colorful and cute. Therefore, because these fish come in such fascinating colors 
and patterns and are relatively effort-free to care for, I decided this was the fish for me. And so 
began the hunt for the perfect betta fish.
The store I had started in had some attractive options, but I wasn’t sold yet. Besides, you can’t 
buy the very first fish you see—or the first anything 
you see. Comparison shopping is a necessity.
I’m fairly convinced that I went into nearly every 
pet store in Paris in my quest for the ideal underwater 
comrade. I spent hours—in fact, days—roaming the 
city from pet store to pet store to compare every 
single betta in town. I started out wishing for a pretty 
red fish—and found plenty that would fit the bill—as 
red is my favorite color. But my search soon evolved, 
and I gradually became absolutely fixated on finding a 
blue, white, and red fish: as in the blue, white, and red 
(or bleu, blanc, and rouge) colors of the French flag. I decided that if I was going to have a French 
fish, he needed to look like a French fish. And nothing says France in a fish like the beautiful 
tricolors of the old French banner.
Due to my love of France, I am always 
immediately drawn to this particular color 
combination, which represents France and all that 
it stands for in a striking color combo that’s both 
versatile and esthetically pleasing. This multicolor 
fascination, however, should not be interpreted as 
an over-the-top, conspicuous patriotism toward 
my own country, which, by sheer coincidence, 
happens to have chosen the same three colors 
to represent it. Regardless, I have everything 
imaginable in bleu, blanc, and rouge (and not, I insist, 
in red, white, and blue): sweaters, a stocking cap, various artwork, 
multiple replicas of the Eiffel Tower, a keychain, a planner for 2020, 
a beret, mittens, a scarf, jewelry, and a toothbrush. So, I figured I 
ought to complete my tricolor collection with a blue, white, and red 
fish. Unfortunately, this was easier said than done.
Throughout my fish-seeking escapades, I saw plenty of red 
fish and quite a few blue fish. I even saw several white fish. And 
surprisingly, red and blue fish were relatively easy to come by as well. 
But to get all three colors in just one gilled creature was a whole 
other kettle of fish—and certainly no simple task. 
I found the perfect fish once. His body was a lovely shade of 
turquoise blue, his fins were perfectly bright red, and just his head 
was white. Bleu, blanc, and rouge. I don’t know why I didn’t snatch 
him up right away. I don’t know why I was still waffling; I guess I 
assumed that there might be an even better fish out there. The owner of one of the pet shops I had 
gone to told me to come back on Thursday; he was getting a whole shipment of bettas in then. 
What if the fish of my dreams was among them? I wasn’t ruling this fish out, but I still needed to 
explore other options. 
I went to a few more pet stores that day and saw plenty of nice fish. But that other fish 
remained on my mind. I kept coming back around to him, looking at the picture I’d taken of him, 
and seriously considering going back for what I had begun to refer to as my fish. And then again, 
my fish might be arriving on Thursday. The choice came down to: a fish in the hand or whatever 
might be behind door number 2. 
By the time I’d gotten home, had dinner, asked multiple people for advice, and thought of 
nothing but fish for hours, I had convinced myself that I’d already found my perfect pet. I had to 
go back for him. As it turned out, that particular pet store was open until nearly 9 p.m., which 
is practically unheard of for a retail establishment in France. I still had time to get there before 
they closed.
I jumped on the tram and headed all the way across town, which took longer than usual 
due to a “sick passenger” on the way there. We were stuck in the station for some time, waiting 
for the paramedics to show up, but I finally made 
it to the store just 10 minutes before close. I knew 
this wouldn’t go over very well with the store clerks, 
as the French are extremely rigid with their closing 
times. They very often aren’t willing to stay so much 
as a minute late. So, as I rushed in the door, I told 
the lady at the cash register that I just needed to 
visit a fish. I went straight to his tank, excited to 
see the fabulous tricolors of my little buddy. But the 
aquarium was empty! I couldn’t believe it. I checked 
all the tanks nearby; my fish wasn’t there. Figuring 
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there must be a mistake, I asked the first employee I came across if they 
had sold my fish or just moved him. The guy assured me that he had 
indeed been sold—gone on to happier waters. I was devastated. 
 I certainly wasn’t expecting that. I didn’t think there was much 
competition for purchasing Siamese fighting fish, and I had been there 
just hours before. Who would dare to come by and buy my fish? What 
were the odds of such an unexpected and premature departure?
 I couldn’t believe how heartbroken I was over this little fish, 
which was ironic, considering that the whole point of adopting a watery 
sidekick was to cheer me up, not to cause additional anguish. This was 
supposed to be my emotional support fish, and now he was gone. Off to comfort somebody else. 
He was the one who got away. I was depressed for days, but I had to suck it up and continue my 
search. There were other fish in the city.
 The very next day, I headed out yet again to scour the 
pet shops of Paris for another finned wonder. I had several 
stores left on my list that I hadn’t made it around to yet, and 
until I’d checked every single pet shop, I refused to give up 
hope. And there was always Thursday.
 In a little mom-and-pop, nothing-but-fish shop near 
the Gare de l’Est, there he was. A perfect combination of blue, 
white, and red, in all the right shades and the approximate right quantities—a soggy little French 
flag with scales. He was the closest to perfect of all that I’d seen, even more so than the one I’d 
missed out on the day before. He was the one.
But me being me and radically indecisive, I still wasn’t 100 percent sure. I told the lady in 
the shop about my recent fish-related sorrows, and she was nice enough to offer to hold the fish 
for me until the next day. So that I could think about it. So that the same thing wouldn’t happen 
again. Essentially, I put in a reservation on my fish. That was Tuesday.
 Wednesday, I went back and paid for the fish, figuring that if something better showed 
up at the other store when the guy got his betta shipment in, I could always throw away the 
money and leave the fish. I was hedging my bets. But I’d also invested way too much time in this 
venture by then and really just needed to make a choice. Fish or cut bait. 
As luck or destiny would have it, Thursday’s fish 
didn’t outdo my top contender. The guy did get in quite 
a selection of fish, but they all paled in comparison to 
my prepaid pet. So, I eagerly went back to the other 
store to collect my fish. He was happily circling his tank, 
with a Post-It with my name on it stuck to the outside 
of the glass. But swimming in the aquarium next-door 
was a nearly-as-beautiful blue and red betta. He was 
the red of an apple in the orchards of Normandy, the 
blue of the Mediterranean off the French Riviera, 
and with just the slightest suggestions of white on his 
head and the tips of his fins, though not enough to 
measure up to his cohort. But he was one kick-ass fish. 
And while I’d already committed to—and paid for—
his neighbor, I suddenly found myself in the throes 
of piscatory second-guessing. Had I picked the right 
fish? Should I change my mind? Which one was better, 
prettier, more French? How could I possibly consider 
leaving this cute little guy behind? I finally decided 
that I couldn’t. I couldn’t forego either fish; I simply had to have them both.
  However, due to a betta’s combative nature, homicidal tendencies, and inability to 
cohabitate, two fish required two separate tanks, two water heaters, two thermometers, multiple 
plants, extra gravel, double the food, and, alas, double the budget. I’m not entirely certain if the 
two nice employees in the fish store were more amused or annoyed by the weird American 
Fish Lady, but I certainly upped their sales quotas. I bought all the many necessary supplies and 
headed home with my two new pets: Normandie and Montpellier. Norman and Monty, for 
short. I set them up in my little room decked out with as much Francophilic splendor as I could 
muster, including blue, white, and red gravel and blue and red plants: Monty in a red plastic 
tank and Norman with an underwater aquarium ornament in the shape of the Eiffel Tower. 
They served their role as comfort fish splendidly. Although they couldn’t solve all my Parisian 
woes and didn’t manage to thwart the pickpocket from performing his dreadful act, they were 
indeed good company and a pleasure to have around. My fish and I got along swimmingly.
We all lived in perfect harmony for several months … until it was time for me to head back to 
the States. In the interim, I had become desperately attached to my fish, especially to Normandie, 
with whom I had absolutely fallen in love, and I was suffering from serious separation anxiety 
at the thought of leaving them behind. I even looked into the option of bringing the fish 
home with me, but fish on a plane are a challenging 
undertaking, and Delta Airlines (and, most likely, the 
U.S. Department of Agriculture and the customs agents 
in the Atlanta airport) didn’t seem to want to cooperate. 
Luckily, my friend François, who lives in the north of 
France, offered to take care of them for me. I agreed 
to entrust them to his care but told him that I would 
surely want to reclaim them later, the next time I was 
in France. My fish were only on loan.
Therefore, a week before I headed home from 
France—in the midst of packing up everything I owned, 
various travels, and celebrating Christmas—I stuck my 
fish in plastic bags, shoved them into my backpack, and 
lugged them all the way to Normandy on the bus. Poor 
things. I’m amazed they survived the trip, let alone the 
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shock of their new surroundings: a giant aquarium, which was divided in two with a flimsy piece 
of plexiglass—so that they couldn’t get at each other and there would be no fishy assassinations. 
But because bettas are so comfortable in small spaces, putting this sort of fish in too big of a 
tank can overwhelm and exhaust them as they attempt to cover all that extra ground. It’s like if 
a New Yorker were to forego his New York-sized apartment and suddenly move into a palace. 
But François already owned an old and quite roomy aquarium that had been sitting vacant 
for years and needed live inhabitants, so that became their new abode. It took them a while to 
understand and adjust to this new situation.
The first day in their new digs, Normandie and Montpellier spent hours trying to break 
through the plastic between them to get to each other—gills flaring and fins flapping in full 
aggressive mode. And I spent most of Christmas Eve seated on François’s living room floor, 
where the aquarium had temporarily been placed, watching my beloved pets worriedly, like 
the overprotective fish-mother that I was. But gradually, they seemed to lose interest in trying 
to massacre each other, began to eat again, and claimed hiding places among the underwater 
plants. Things were looking up.
It was a sad, sad day when I was forced to leave François’s and part ways with my fish. I 
miss them terribly. I think about them often and wonder how they’re doing—I don’t hear from 
them much. They don’t send me postcards from France. Last I heard, François told me that they 
didn’t cause him too much trouble and weren’t overly noisy house guests. That was a while 
ago. I haven’t gotten up the nerve to ask him about their current status, in case it’s bad news. 
I’d rather not know. The thought of anything happening to them makes me feel a little green 
around the gills. But that’s all temporary, because I’ll be back for them. Unless they end up belly-
up in François’s living room, a fish reunion is definite.  
Hold the Phone!
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As many of you might know, “Où sont 
les toilettes?” is translated as, quite simply, 
“Where are the toilets?” and, while travelling 
anywhere in the world, is always a handy 
phrase to have at your disposal in the native 
language. But, in France, this question goes 
beyond a simple geographic search to take 
on a more profound implication—almost 
a cultural conundrum or a philosophical 
yearning.
 I mean, seriously, where are the toilets?
 I don’t think that the French have to use the bathroom any less than we do. To the best 
of my knowledge, bladder control is in no way connected to nationality. They certainly drink 
as much water as we do, and approximately six times more wine per capita.6  So, unless all that 
cheese consumption has them blocked up enough to require far less frequent trips to the can, I 
simply don’t understand how the French manage to “hold it” when out on the town. But there 
is a serious shortage of public bathrooms in the country, and as an American used to ducking 
into any gas station, Walmart, or interstate rest area when the urge 
arises, I don’t know how they get by.
 Someone told me that the public bathroom deficiency is an 
actual, genuine, national problem for the French—one that might 
make it onto mayoral agendas or be brought up at town hall meetings. 
And though it seems like they’ve come a long way in attempting to 
rectify the problem, it still seems to be something of an ongoing 
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I first noticed this major restroom deficit a couple of 
years ago during one of my summer trips to Montpellier. 
I was celebrating Bastille Day with a group of fellow 
students. We started out our evening with a picnic in 
the park, potluck-style. We shared bread, cheese, chips, 
cookies, and whatever else anyone happened to throw into 
our collective inventory. The wine and Coke Zero flowed 
freely, and we filled both our cups and our bladders. 
As it got closer to sundown, we planned to head out on 
a quest to find fireworks. But it wasn’t long before wine 
had turned to water, and we had to go. Badly. As the need to tinkle became increasingly pressing, 
we back-burnered the hunt for pyrotechnics in favor of finding a place to relieve ourselves. This 
turned into a complicated and lengthy mission.
 First, we tried the public stalls in the park, but it was a lost cause. Some of them were out 
of order, and there were far too many people waiting around to use too few bathrooms anyway. 
By this point, we were well beyond the luxury of patience. We had to find a toilet.
 Next, we tried an ice cream shop. As one of the few to speak French in the group, I 
was the designated spokesperson. I asked if they had bathrooms—told them we’d be happy to 
purchase a glace if they would be kind enough to allow us to use their facilities. They were nice 
about it but told me that they didn’t have any bathrooms—not even for staff, they made a point 
of mentioning. I didn’t bother to ask them what they did when they needed to empty the ol’ tank, 
but this supports my theory that the French must have abnormally robust kidneys.
 Then, we tried a café/bar. The man met us at the door and asked how he could help. I 
answered honestly, explaining that we wanted to buy a drink and use the restrooms. We all 
stood there cross-legged as he told me that he wasn’t allowed to sell us just alcohol—that drinks 
could only be sold in tandem with a meal. And he didn’t bother to offer anyone a trip to the potty 
simply out of pity or bladder empathy. 
 We’d run out of bathroom options, exhausted the usual suspects (bar, restaurant, food 
shop, outdoor stalls). But then again, the usual suspects—as we 
think of them here—don’t really apply in France. There are no 
bathrooms in supermarkets. There are no restrooms in most 
retail establishments. You can’t just wander off the street into 
a coffee shop and sneak into the john. And now, we really had 
to go and had nowhere to go. What were we to do?
What do you do when you, quite literally, don’t have a pot 
to piss in?
If you’re desperate enough and have lost all hope of getting 
to even an unsanitary indoor toilet, you resort to the ways of 
the horribly drunk and the homeless—you pee in the street. I’m 
not proud of this. In fact, I’m terribly ashamed. I’m only willing 
to own up to it in the name of the greater good: to increase 
awareness of the severe toilet scarcity problem in France.
We returned to the park where we had started, and 
there, right behind the out-of-order toilets, at least two 
of us sought out a dark and secluded spot to do nature’s 
bidding. We took turns, so while one of us paid our respects 
to the ground, the other could stand guard, making sure 
that no one would catch us with our pants down. At 
the very same moment that the others in our group just 
happened to stumble upon public restrooms with working 
plumbing and a reasonable wait time, those of us who had 
already given up hope left our mark on the gravel in the park in Montpellier.
 It was a rather risky move, since there’s a hefty fine of 450 euros if you’re caught peeing 
in the streets. It’s all part of the unofficial “Keep France Clean” campaign (to which, apparently, 
dogs are immune). I agree that people should be held accountable for biologically polluting the 
public thoroughfares of France because I’ve smelled beneath overpasses and in certain Métro 
stations in Paris. But if you’re going to penalize folks for doing things one way, you need to give 
them the proper tools and amenities to do it another way. Make it possible to do the job right. 
You wouldn’t send a soldier to war without a gun, and you can’t expect anyone to make a Chanel 
purse out of a sow’s ear without a little swine. So, if you don’t want people to micturate in the 
rue, you need to provide the necessary facilities for them to tend to their organic responsibilities 
appropriately and discreetly, like civilized humans.
 France has some 90 million tourists every year, wandering the streets, sightseeing, 
shopping—venturing away from the safety of their hotel bathrooms. If you divide that out, that’s 
just over 246,575 tourists on any given day—all of whom are going to need to make multiple 
trips to the biffy. That means that nearly a quarter of a million public toilets are consistently in 
demand, without even considering the locals, who surely can’t run home or to the office every 
time the need arises. Therefore, add on another few thousand to the prerequisite number of 
water closets to satisfy French bladders as well. However, France has a disproportionately low 
number of public restrooms to meet what nature requires. The supply-and-demand ratio is 
dreadfully skewed, and yet they expect you to pay 
despite the lack of viable amenities. It’s not your 
fault if you’re forced to resort to drastic measures 
behind a trash can or in the park. Essentially, they 
leave you no other choice—but they’ll still make 
you suffer financially because of it. It’s a 450-euro 
mousetrap, and, because it’s France, someone 
always takes the cheese.
Then again, if you want to arrest me for public 
urination and drag me down to the commissariat 
de police, at least there are certain to be public 
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restrooms there.
Incidentally, I first learned of this peeing-in-the-street fine when I found a sign, posted on a 
public bathroom in Toulouse, announcing said penalty. The entire sign read:
“My cleaner city; my more beautiful city: Stop the incivilities. Urinating in the street? Up to 
450 euros. Use this public toilet instead—it’s free!”
Except that the bathroom this sign was posted on was out of order.
 Ever since that summer and my unfortunate experience in Montpellier, I have become 
obsessed with seeking out public restrooms throughout France and keeping tabs on the status of 
those that I find when I come across them. It’s a cross-cultural analytic study, a “Where’s Waldo?” 
of municipal toilets.
 While public restrooms are few and far between in France, free public restrooms 
are even harder to come by. The French often charge money to use their lavatories, like in 
train stations, some shopping centers, or in certain touristy 
locations. The theory behind it, I suppose, is to keep the riffraff 
out and that if you have to pay to do your stuff, you’re going to 
be more considerate of the space and keep it tidy. Maybe they 
think that only those who are clean and considerate are going 
to pony up the 90 or so cents to go to the crapper. But I say, if 
you are the type who wants to fling poo like monkeys, 90 cents 
isn’t going to keep you from doing so.
 But on the other side of the one-euro coin, when the 
urge is urgent enough—as it often is after traipsing around 
town all day, downing several glasses of champagne, or 
arriving from a three-hour train ride—you’re doubtless willing 
to fork out way more than the cost of a croissant to take a 
leak. But then again, that’s money that could be better spent on 
postcards or a souvenir keychain.
 So, what all do you get for your investment? You’ll get a bathroom attendant who is 
responsible for cleaning duties, as well as purse hooks, touchless soap dispensers, well-lit mirrors, 
and relatively clean bathrooms, some of which 
are nicely decorated or wallpapered—often with 
a local theme (the bathrooms in the train station 
in Reims are decorated with champagne barrels; 
those in Strasbourg were decked out in photos of 
Alsatian half-timbered houses; other toilet stalls 
had pictures of macarons or Baroque architecture). 
In some of the more highly frequented train 
stations, they have a fancy automated system 
with turnstiles, and you can pay with cash, credit 
cards, or a multi-use prepaid card devoted to 
these high-tech loos. There’s even a restroom gift shop selling toilet-themed merchandise, like 
colorful toilet paper and plush poop emojis—everyone’s favorite souvenir of France.
 The signs posted in the bathrooms attempt to explain why you have to pay, as if justifying 
it will make you feel better about having to count out your pocket change for the privilege of 
taking a wiz—a bodily function that is usually considered a mere necessity, not a commodity. 
These signs say:
0.90 euros, why?
Safety: Limit intrusions and degradations.
Comfort: Renew and improve comfort.
Cleanliness: Finance the upkeep of the location.
The toilets of your station are managed by the company 2TheLoo
Thank you for the information. But is my toilet expenditure tax deductible?
I’ve also always wondered: What if you find a restroom, pay your entrance fee, and then 
simply can’t go? With all the dairy and low-fiber carbs in the French diet, it must happen 
frequently that bathroom patrons, despite their best efforts, are too plugged up to close the deal. 
Shouldn’t they be entitled to a refund?
In the streets in towns all over France are small, rounded, free-standing individual restroom 
pods called “sanisettes”—from the root word for sanitary (yeah, right). They are sort of like 
slightly larger port-a-potties, but with sinks with working faucets and indoor plumbing. In fact, 
they seem like human litterboxes. 
When these johns-in-a-box first started appearing in French cities, they, too, would set 
you back a few centimes. But they have since become free, which is still overpriced. They’re 
disgusting. Everything is automatic, and they’re supposed to be self-cleaning. You push a button, 
and the door opens. You take care of business, wash your hands in the automatic sink, dry them 
under the automatic dryer, and exit to happier air. The door automatically closes behind you 
and then locks. As an “occupied” light illuminates on the door, the self-cleaning mechanism 
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kicks in. You can hear the toilet automatically 
flush, while water forcefully showers down 
everywhere inside to wash away any filth 
and mire. And then the door light switches 
to “available,” and the next poor sap with an 
active excretory system can enter the depths 
of restroom revulsion.
It’s a great idea, in theory, and I’ve seen 
some of these toity closets that are above 
the level of a gas station latrine. I think they 
were much nicer when they were new. But 
nowadays, every surface of them is wet, and 
puddles of what you can only hope is water 
accumulate on the floor and threaten to infiltrate your shoes. The smell of years of urine—and 
worse—has gradually built up and remains trapped in a fairly unaerated space. And while the 
automatic hosing down is meant to sanitize and remove any potential solid debris, should it be 
left behind, it’s been my experience that this is an inefficient method. It doesn’t get rid of any 
remaining excrement—it only renders it soggy, slippery, and even more repulsive.
One thing that is often conspicuously missing in the realm of French public restrooms—
besides the restrooms themselves—is toilet seats. No need to ask the gentlemen to lift the seat—
the French beat them to it. This fact continues to baffle me, as I don’t understand the advantage 
or validity of removing a toilet seat. Is it to keep folks from lingering on the throne too long? Are 
they afraid someone’s going to sit there and read Voltaire or Balzac for hours? Or, is it meant 
to be more hygienic? Are they concerned that if a toilet seat were left in such an environment, 
some little beasty—one that couldn’t be used to culture cheese or ferment wine—might grow 
and fester? Whatever their reasoning, it only makes 
these “comfort stations” that much less comfortable. 
The seatless toilets are usually uninvitingly covered 
with water from the spray of the flush, and let’s be 
honest—regardless of gender, some things commonly 
done in a bathroom are far more difficult to do when 
standing up.
But despite the insufficient number of public 
restrooms, it could be—and was—much worse 
before. Things in the restroom realm have drastically 
improved.
The very first sewers in France date back as 
far as the 13th century, with the first underground 
sewers being built in Paris in 1370. But it wasn’t 
until the 1800s that the French finally got their shit 
together and built a sewer system that really worked. 
And, according to Steven Zdatny in “The French 
Hygiene Offensive of the 1950s: A Critical Moment 
in the History of Manners,” certain parts of France 
weren’t equipped with water and sewers until as 
late as post-World War II! 7
In the interim, the French lived in their own 
foulness and stink. French royalty was notoriously 
unhygienic, not bathing for months at a time, and, 
a Baltimore plumbing company explains on their 
website, living in châteaux overflowing with urine 
and heaped high with feces—stockpiled on rugs, 
in hallways, and in the bedrooms of kings and 
queens.8 Looks like the lack of accessible toilets in 
France is a long-standing historic problem.
 Today, there are 1,300 miles of sewers in 
Paris alone—and you can visit some of them at the 
Paris Sewer Museum—but if they’re not hooked 
up to ample public bathrooms, it doesn’t really 
resolve the predicament. It is frustrating that there are times when despite one’s best efforts, 
it is impossible to find a clean, free, available restroom when the need to go is imperative. It’s 
enough to piss anyone off.
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In addition to being unavoidably drawn to all material items colored bleu, blanc, and rouge 
and addictively amassing souvenirs from all corners of France, I have recently become obsessed 
with gathering French recorded voices—train conductors making announcements over the P.A., 
automated voices announcing the next stop on the train or the bus, pre-recorded elevator speak. 
It’s a weird thing to have a hankering for, I suppose. 
I might have gotten an odd glance or two holding my 
phone up to the speakers inside the tram, if anyone even 
noticed. I have been known to intentionally miss my stop—
adding unnecessary time and distance to my journey—or 
to ride the elevator up and down multiple times between 
floors, all in the name of a better and longer recording. But 
stockpiling voices is not the strangest of hobbies by far. It 
could be much, much weirder. There are people who have 
spent years of their lives accumulating huge collections 
of airline barf bags, stickers off bananas, back scratchers, 
and traffic cones.9 A librarian in Australia collected over 
22 grams of his own belly button lint,10 and a Connecticut 
man kept a collection of the locks of various celebrities’ 
hair (including that of Napoleon and Elvis). 11 Me? I just 
collect French voices. Maybe that’s not so peculiar after all. 
Yes, I have spent considerable time and cell phone 
memory during many a bus trip, elevator ride, or train journey tirelessly recording these voices. 
It doesn’t matter if they are human or robot—I covet them all the same. Perhaps my infatuation 
with these recorded voices comes from my love of the French language—I simply enjoy listening 
to the euphony of French, and if someone wants to talk at me in public places over loudspeakers, 
I’m that much more delighted. Also, there is a certain humorous element to these voices. If there 
is a live human behind them, they may be intentionally witty. And if not, the computer-generated 
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utterances invoke a laugh by their cyborg awkwardness—the kind of chuckle induced by your 
GPS when it mispronounces the street you live on, gives the wrong intonation, or talks as if 
with a mouth full of pâté. And you can count on our digital friends Alexa and Siri to always say 
something especially ludicrous and grin-worthy.
The largest collection of recorded voices can be found in the various methods of public 
transportation, and I have made recordings within most all types of mass transit. Each system 
has its own idiosyncrasies and unique elements.
In the Parisian Métro, for example, the voices almost 
always say the name of each station stop twice: once in 
question form or “upspeak,” as some people call it when 
a non-question ends on a high note (the way Trump gives 
speeches), and once in statement form. And because it’s the 
same voice both times, it’s almost as if they’re not sure what 
stop it is the first time around, so they suggest it—hesitantly, 
dubiously. The second time is when they’ve decided they got 
it right. It’s cautious and tentative at first, then once again for 
confirmation. 
“Place d’Italie?” the voices ask with uncertainty. 
Yeah man, that’s it. Gaining confidence. “Place d’Italie!”
It’s a similar phenomenon to those times when you’re 
traveling in the Métro with someone who is braver, more familiar with the location, or, for any 
other reason, is the dominant traveler. If you are the one following your companion’s lead, you 
likely want to reconfirm what stop you’re getting off at, despite the fact that he has already told 
you several times previously. Out of curiosity, preparedness, or to count down the stops as you 
approach your destination, you ask for the stop again, just to be sure.
“Luxembourg?” 
Yup. “Luxembourg!” he reminds you, yet again.
These automated voices sound like scared grade school children, forced by a harsh and 
relentless teacher to risk educational humiliation in front of a room full of their taunting peers 
by answering an unexpected question. Think back to sixth-grade geography or high school 
history class.
“What’s the next stop on Métro line 6?” the teacher would ask with an aggressive edge to his 
voice.
“Um ... Cambronne?” replies the recorded voice in the Métro.
“Are you asking me or telling me? Say it like you mean it!”
“Cambronne!”
The recorded voices in the tram line in Paris are set up similarly, with the same question-
answer format to announce each stop. But in the 
case of the tram, the French apparently decided to 
get creative and embellish their announcements, 
with intentional, multi-voiced dialogue. These 
voices really do seem to interact—to banter. There 
was one stop in particular, which offered what 
became my favorite voices on the entire tram line. 
It was located just two stations away from where I 
was living, which meant I was lucky enough to be 
able to pass through and enjoy this stop and its 
recorded voices rather frequently. The station was 
called Montsouris, pronounced “mohn-soo-ree.” Each time the tram would arrive at this station, 
a young child, in full, squeaky, childlike voice, would inquire, “Mohn-soo-REE?”, appropriately 
high-pitched and kid-like shrill. Then, a man and a woman—his parents?—would respond, in 
perfect unison: “Montsouris!” You can just picture some beret-clad youngster pulling on Mom 
and Dad’s shirttails to try to get them to tell him where it is that they’re going. But, of course, 
only the audible version of this really does it justice.
France is the only place I know that uses recorded children’s voices in major public transport. 
Besides the Montsouris lad, certain Métro stations had kids warning you not to force yourself 
onto an overcrowded train—to be patient because another train would be along shortly. I don’t 
know if they’re going for the cuteness factor alone, because juvenile voices certainly don’t exude 
authority—and aren’t there child labor laws in France?
 The kiddos aside, another fascinating aspect of the tram recordings is that every single one 
of the 148 stops along the seven tram lines covering 51 miles is coordinated to music—and, as 
far as I can tell, every one of these musical ditties is different. Presumably, each stop is, therefore, 
identifiable by its music, though this is mere speculation—and you would have to be some sort 
of virtuoso to be able to differentiate them on melody alone. The music only lasts for several 
seconds and includes guitar riffs and flute trills and even a tune on lap steel guitar that sounds 
far too Hawaiian for Paris. The whole concept is frankly rather unusual. A friend and I have tried 
to figure out what the significance of each musical motif is in relation to its station. Ultimately, 
however, we decided that there doesn’t 
seem to be much of a connection between 
the music and the stop, though the jingle at 
Porte d’Italie does sound like something you 
might hear while riding along in a Venetian 
gondola.
The RER, which stands for Réseau 
Express Régional (or Regional Express 
Network), is a system of trains that run 
within Paris proper as well as out to the 
Parisian suburbs. These trains have very 
thoughtful and conscientious voices. In 
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addition to telling you what stop you’re arriving at, they 
also tell you, with motherly concern, to watch your step 
when you’re getting off the train and not to leave behind 
any of your personal belongings. And they are so very 
considerate that they tell you this in multiple languages 
for more inclusive comprehension—a different woman 
for each language, each offering a translation of the 
same message in her mother tongue. Living along a main 
RER line, I heard this announcement so many times that 
I nearly picked up the phrase in Spanish.
As for the major intercity trains—the “big lines,” as 
the French call them—they have both recorded and live 
voices enough to keep a rider like me amused. Multiple 
people come over the loudspeaker to do their various 
spiels: The conductors welcome you onboard and 
announce each stop; the food service people invite you 
to the dining car and advertise their hot chocolate and pastries and sandwiches. 
I once took a train that had all kinds of technical difficulties. It left Paris an hour late 
because the engine broke down and they had to switch out the lead car for another one, as well 
as taking the time to test out the replacement locomotive to make sure it was good to go. Then, 
later, this same train got stuck at one of our stops along the way, when the engine broke down 
yet again, couldn’t leave the station, and a maintenance team had to be called in, adding another 
hour-plus delay. Throughout this entire extended train trip, the conductor regaled us with witty 
repartee and continuous information—about the status of the train, the precise reasons for its 
tardiness, and possible alternative routes for those passengers who would inevitably miss their 
connections. 
He enunciated in a manner reminiscent of someone talking down to a foreigner or someone 
stupid, sounding out each word slowly and deliberately, no syllable left unsaid. It was ver-y en-
ter-tain-ing. This conductor said things like, “We are running with a delay of—very precisely—59 
minutes. To not say an hour, I say 59 minutes late.” I found him 
so fascinating and pleasant to listen to that I recorded nearly 15 
minutes of his constant chatter over the PA. 
Other times, the train voices sometimes manned by actual, real, 
living, breathing people are replaced by pre-recorded, digitized, 
and constantly replayed human-sounding voices. In the trains 
themselves, the basic announcements—welcome onboard, we 
will soon be arriving at…, don’t leave your baggage unattended—
alternate between the live and the reproduced. In the many 
train stations throughout France, however, the announcements 
are almost exclusively automated. Unless there is a problem or 
a non-customary announcement to be made and a live person 
is forced to grab the mike, almost everything is 
computerized and on permanent replay. In fact, 
in the train stations, there is one recorded voice 
that is the most iconic and recognizable of them 
all. It is universally the one same voice—that of 
a woman, young- and attractive-sounding. She 
is the very essence—the audible incarnation—of 
the SNCF, or the Société Nationale des Chemins 
de Fer (essentially, the French National Railway 
Association), and her voice is quite ubiquitous. 
She gets around. You will hear her all over French 
creation, announcing trains arriving from Bourges or departing for Bayonne. And in typical 
French romantique fashion, she even sometimes seems to be talking in a sexy, come-hither voice. 
I recall that the way she announced trains coming and going from the northwestern city of 
Rennes was oddly seductive.
Though Madame SNCF does have several different announcements in her repertoire, there 
is one in particular on constant repeat in every train station throughout the country. This train 
arrival message is broadcast verbatim every time, though lightly modified as needed (insert 
departure time, insert destination, add train number), and with an obligatory “Please back away 
from the platform edge!” invariably tacked to the end. In addition to her spoken words, she sings 
a little tune to start off every announcement. It’s the attention-grabber, a musical motif that tells 
you that a message is about to follow—the train-world equivalent of clanking on a glass with 
a knife before the best man’s speech. This four-note “dum dum DAH dah” jingle has become so 
definitively representative of the SNCF that it is safe to say that every French person alive—and 
surely the majority of train-travelling tourists—are well-acquainted with it. So much so, in fact, 
that multiple musicians and rappers have sampled this thematic “melody” and turned it into 
full-length songs, further solidifying its status as the rallying cry of the SNCF.
Though some recorded voices may be entirely computer-generated, there is certainly reason 
to believe that the source of this magical SNCF voice is a real woman, behind the recordings, 
whose voice was taped and then disseminated to every train terminal in France. But, who is she? 
Someone once looked into the true identity of the voices of the New York City subway. And 
Londoners were given some word on the real life of the London Underground’s “Mind the gap!” 
guy. I would love to know more about the famous SNCF lady—where is she now? What does she 
look like? Is she as hot as she sounds? And does she ever take the train?
Besides the fact that these train messages 
are endlessly amusing to me, and that the nice 
lady sings her jingle and informs me when my 
trains are arriving or running behind, her voice 
is familiar and therefore reassuring. She’s been 
around for so many years, speaking the exact 
same announcement (it hasn’t changed at least 
since my junior year abroad in undergrad) that 
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I feel like I’ve known her intimately for ages. Last summer, I got off my flight from the U.S. in 
Paris and took a high-speed train directly from the airport to the South of France. As soon as 
I heard her well-known voice in the train station, it was like a long-lost buddy welcoming me 
back to France again. Though she actually said, “The train originating from Lille, and whose 
final destination is Montpellier, is arriving in the station, track F…,” what I heard was, “Hey, 
friend. It’s great to have you back in the country! We’ve missed you. Oh, and by the way, please 
back away from the platform edge.” 
Thank you. It’s good to hear your voice.
The voices are usually rather knowledgeable, even visionary—they can predict when the 
next Métro train will arrive with a minute’s accuracy!—and yet, even computerized people 
make mistakes. Sometimes the automatic voices get confused, as their human counterparts 
might. Such was the case with the lady who spoke to us in the elevator of our building in Paris.
Yes, the elevators in France talk to you. They are equipped with 
an acoustic element, presumably for the visually impaired to be able 
to hear when the elevator doors are closing or opening. But it really 
does no one any good if the voices get it wrong, and the grande dame 
of our elevator simply had no clue what she was talking about. 
As soon as the doors closed, she would say with certainty, 
“Fermeture des portes!” (Doors closing!). Yes, exactly. That’s correct, 
ma’am. 
But mere seconds later, she would ask, sounding unsure, in 
the question form ever-present among these automated voices, 
“Ouverture des portes?” (Doors opening?)
And I always wanted to respond, “Nope. Get it right, lady.” But 
chastising her was pointless. I very quickly learned that though the voices talk, they won’t talk 
back. 
Sometimes, the elevator lady would tell us that the doors were opening right after they 
closed, or the doors were closing as we arrived on a floor and the 
doors slid open again. And quite often, she would repeat open, closed, 
open in rapid succession, with no rhyme nor reason, and frequently 
between floors when, one would hope, the doors were not doing 
either of those things. She’s a liar.
While I found her antics comical, it did shake my confidence 
in the reliability of the recorded voices. How could she be so 
misguided about something as simple as whether the elevator 
doors were closed or not? It was an open and shut case, and still 
she was mistaken. What else might these voices be getting wrong? 
Maybe the train isn’t really stopping in Bordeaux after all. 
Interestingly, the lift lady spoke with almost the same voice as 
the SNCF gal. That woman must have had a very illustrious career recording announcements. I 
wonder if she does GPSes as well.
I want to tell you my secret now: I hear recorded people. I hear them everywhere—voices 
speaking to me in public transport systems and elevators wherever I go in France. And this is 
a most wonderful thing. Joan of Arc heard voices and look where it got her—she went out and 
saved her country. My voices are entertaining and harmless and don’t try to persuade me to do 
weird things—except maybe to put my name on my luggage, forgive the SNCF for their two-
hour delays, or to back up from the platform edge. These voices are real, and they’re helpful: 
They bring me information, warn me of pickpockets, and act as fun little mementos of my time 
in France that are very easy to pack.
Yes, all the many recorded voices that I’ve collected throughout my voyages around France—
voices in buses in Biarritz, in the tram in Montpellier, in the elevator in Paris—have a certain 
nostalgic effect. They are every bit as worthwhile a souvenir as the key chains, snow globes, and 
charms that I’ve accumulated. (They may even give the bleu, blanc, and rouge pens I bought, which 
light up and play the Marseillaise, a run for their money.) When I look at my photos or postcards 
of France, I am transported back there yet again. All the memories come rushing back, just as 
they do now whenever I smell chocolate. And listening to the many voice memos I got of French 
public announcements has the same effect. They are merely nostalgia for a different sense—a 
postcard for the ears. A recorded voice is worth a thousand pictures.
Hearing Voices
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Americans so often ask, in between bites of donut or cheeseburger, “But, how do the French 
stay so skinny? Is it because they eat such small portions?”
The answer to both questions is: Actually, they don’t. They’re not nearly as slim nor as portion-
controlled as they once were. Yes, there are still plenty of skinny French people and those who 
eat sensibly, but these days, and increasingly so, there are also plenty of fat Frenchies out there. 
Both their meal size and their waistlines are expanding. I’ve witnessed a French person take on 
a buffet—small portions times 50! There’s a reason that we associate the French with gourmet 
cuisine and gastronomie. All that rich, delicious food in France—somebody’s got to eat it.
Obesity is becoming more and more of a problem in France. The 
French obesity rate weighs in at a plump 21.6 percent,12  and, according 
to some statistics, nearly half the population is considered overweight13.  
The American diet infiltrating the country is at least partly to blame for 
these bloated statistics (we still have them beat, at 36.2 percent obesity).14  
A New York Times article from 2006 claimed that no one in all of Europe 
loves their McDonald’s more than the French, with sales at the fast-food 
McGiant rising 42 percent in five years. As of that year, more than a 
million French people had to get their “McDo” fix daily.15 Apparently, no 
one does French fries like French McDonald’s.
It might also be their high bread consumption (320 baguettes eaten every second, 32 million 
per day, and 10 billion each year!)16 or the fact that three-course lunches and long, drawn-
out family feasts are commonplace. The French themselves sometimes complain about being 
overstuffed like a foie-gras goose. “I don’t see why I have to sit there and eat all that food for 
three hours straight. It’s just too much!” a friend once told me. 
The corpulence problem is a mix of quantity and calorie count. With food that is often 
heavy and decadent, the French need to watch what they put in their bouches—or risk becoming 
as full-bodied as a fine merlot. After all, they live in the Pastry Capital of the World. (Named 
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the “French national product” in 1920,17 the croissant is the 
French people’s preferred pastry, and three out of four eat 
them).18 The French are the Barons of Butter (at 18 pounds 
of butter per person annually, France leads the world in 
butter consumption19—four times more than the American 
average).20  France is the Cheese Nation—the 4th-highest 
cheese-consuming country,21 with 1,200 different sorts of 
cheese,22 1.8 million tons manufactured annually,23 and 
about 60 pounds devoured per person per year24 (60 percent 
more than in the U.S.).25 
But even without considering their body mass index or 
the fat content of their diets, the French still have a rather 
strange rapport with food. Here are a few of their most 
intriguing and, frankly, très French habits and nutrition-
based peculiarities.
For Butter or For Worse
Despite the fact that the average French person consumes more than the weight of a 
bowling ball in butter each year, the French have 
certain buttery regulations that they insist upon. 
It is understood that one should never put butter 
on his or her bread outside of breakfast. Though 
bread is usually a part of every meal (the average 
French person eats 128 pounds of bread a year),26 
it is intended to be used to soak up sauce and other 
savory debris left on the plate. Buttering bread at 
lunch or dinner is simply a faux pas. Exceptions 
to this no-butter-after-noon rule include putting 
it on a sandwich or when eating cheese. If they 
catch you slathering butter on your baguette 
beyond these restricted circumstances, they will 
frown upon the practice as annoyingly American. 
Continental Breakfast
If the bread is meant to clean up the plate, what cleans up the bread when there is no plate? 
For reasons that escape me, the French do not use plates for breakfast. They opt instead to eat 
their croissants or baguettes on nothing but a placemat or directly on the table itself. If you are 
at all familiar with French baked goods, you know that they are crusty and crumby and make 
an awful mess, shedding bread scraps in excess. These crumbs and carby snippets collect in piles 
and in table crevices—a constant reminder of breakfasts past. Using a mini-version of a broom 
and dustpan, a sponge, or a Dust Vac, the person of the maison must attempt to sweep, wipe, or 
suck away the crumbs left behind—unnecessary clean-up and time that could be better spent 
baking a soufflé or constructing a new public bathroom. It is highly inefficient and slovenly.
I was staying with François and his family in Normandy one weekend, and we were all 
enjoying breakfast together. The fact that I helped myself to a plate from the cupboard before 
unleashing the crumbs from my croissant struck François’s son as so peculiar that he felt obliged 
to comment. “It’s bizarre that you eat with a plate!” he said. 
It’s usually not beneficial to try to reason with a nine-year-old, but I felt strongly on the 
topic and replied something to the effect of, “It’s weird that you all don’t eat with plates. My way 
is cleaner.” He didn’t try to argue, and his parents, at least, seemed to think that I made a valid 
point. Although, on the flip side, using a plate means less bread grime, but it also means more 
dishes to wash.
French Dip
The French drink their coffee, tea, and hot chocolate from 
bowls. Mugs do exist a-plenty, but for breakfast, it is common 
for them to drink a hot beverage from a bowl. Sometimes the 
bowls have a handle for easier lifting to one’s face, but just as 
often, they are handle-less and therefore must be hefted with 
both hands—a somewhat awkward process. 
The French also dunk everything in their coffee or tea: 
baguettes, croissants, pains au chocolat, cakes, small children—
the soggier, the better. While we, in this country, have our own 
dunking tendencies (donuts in coffee, cookies in milk…), there’s 
just something about plunging an arm-length piece of buttered, 
jellied baguette into one’s café au lait until it’s saturated with 
brown liquid and mushy, that makes it notably quirky and oh-
so-French. Some folks even submerge certain sorts of pungent cheese—complete with bread 
and butter—in their a.m. beverages. For an added treat, don’t forget that whatever breakfast 
detritus remains in the bottom of the bowl, because it disintegrated in the liquid and collected 
there, can be eaten after the drink has been consumed.
Are You Going to Eat That?
I wouldn’t say that the French will eat 
anything, but for a country often accused of 
cultivating food snobs, they do have a diverse 
selection of unusual edibles: cheese that smells 
like toe fungus, escargot, cow stomach and 
intestines, steak tartare, pig’s feet, beef tongue, 
calf’s head, eels, rabbit, sheep’s testes, and, 
frogs’ legs (They didn’t earn the nickname 
“froggies” for nothing). The food-centric 
French actually consume approximately 
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30,000 tons of snails per year,27 which is nearly three times 
the weight of the Eiffel Tower. Every culture has its strange 
or gross-out dishes, ours included (spray cheese, anyone?), but 
leave it to the French to elevate a slimy, shelled slug that lives 
in its own mucus to the level of haute cuisine.
The Facts of Loaf
The French take their bread very seriously. Not only is it 
the unofficial symbol of France, but it is such a crucial part of the French diet that 83 percent of 
the population eat bread on a daily basis.28 This means that, 
on average, every person eats the equivalent weight of two 
French poodles a year, or 128 pounds—in bread. The value 
placed on this cultural and epicurean icon carries over to 
French legends, superstitions, and conventions. 
In addition to the butter codes discussed above, it is 
standard French practice, at least when eating at home, to 
tear off a piece of a baguette—another messy bread custom—
rather than cutting it. Some say this is a religious reference, 
in good ol’ Catholic France, to the “breaking of the bread” 
and the body of Christ. It also has practical advantages: It’s 
a whole lot quicker and easier to rip into the bread, so just 
skip the knife. And if you want to be à la mode (fashionable, 
not topped with ice cream), you won’t need that knife 
for the jelly you put on your breakfast, either. The French 
spread their jam with a spoon. 
There are some bready superstitions out there as well. They say that it’s bad luck to put the 
bread down on the table upside down and that doing so will bring starvation. So, to guarantee 
that that baguette isn’t your last, leave it right-side-up. 
Finding this whole concept a little bizarre, I asked a friend about it. He assured me that 
it was true, and that this was because putting bread down “on its back” invokes associations 
with prostitutes, who earn their livings on their backs. I don’t know about all that, but another 
French friend mentioned that it’s bad luck if your tartine—your bread slathered with butter, 
jelly, Nutella, or whatever is your topping of choice—falls onto the butter in its dish. Lucky for 
them all, the French have managed to ward off most afflictions and curses evoked by these odd 
superstitions. Knock on wood. 
Appetite Stimulants
Another social custom connected to food is the use of the expression “bon appétit,” which is 
used to wish someone good eating. You’ll hear it anytime and anywhere that food is involved, 
whether grabbing a sandwich at the take-out counter, having mussels at the café, or eating 
crêpes at a friend’s house. Yet despite its omnipresence at mealtimes—everyone says it—the 
expression is quite gauche, according to the gurus of protocol who swear that a well-bred French 
person would never say it. (They say it anyway.) If you ask these wardens of French etiquette, 
bon appétit implies that the people eating the food in question need to be encouraged to eat and 
to have their appetites bolstered because the meal is not appetizing enough on its own. Thus, the 
phrase is insulting to the host or chef preparing the food. 
I would never have believed this shocking mealtime ordinance to be true had I not heard 
it from at least two French people and once on the radio. But then, I’ve also heard “bon appétit” 
repeated pre-meal at least 317 times. Majority rules.
For the Health of It
Whenever I’m in France, I try to see as many French movies as I can fit in. One of the things 
that I’ve noticed is that the French have a real aversion to sitting anywhere near the front of the 
cinema. (Okay by me; I like it up front, and this way, I get the whole row to myself.) But the most 
fascinating aspect of any cinematic experience in France—besides the film itself, you hope—is 
the deluge of advertisements that they show before nearly 
every movie. These are part of the 20-to-30-minute pre-film 
“séance,” which consists of previews and a whole slew of ads. 
The commercials discretely, almost subliminally, nag you 
about your eating habits—what to do to remain healthful 
and not pudgy. By the time you leave the movie theater, 
you’ll have been warned at least three or four times to eat 
your veggies and exercise: For your health, avoid snacking 
between meals. For your health, practice a physical activity 
regularly. For your health, don’t forget to eat a minimum of 
four or five fruits and vegetables per day.
I’m sure this all comes from a place of good will and 
concern for the French people—tough amour. Considering 
the recent obesity figures, I suppose they’re probably trying 
to reverse the trend toward portliness. It’s surely all part of a 
national, government-mandated campaign designed to push the French towards more healthful 
living. I guess now no one is going to tell them to eat cake. And yet these ads come across as if 
they are badgering and scolding us. And what’s more, because these anti-flab warnings are 
the disclaimers scrolling across the bottom of 
ads for Coca-Cola and McDonald’s, they also 
appear hypocritical, or at least confusingly 
contradictory. Personally, I find them funny 
and take them with a grain of salt—or the 
whole shaker. For your health, don’t eat too 
much salt or too much fat.  
Whatever. Please pass the popcorn.
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To Bio or Not to Bio 
As I have already mentioned, the French are especially environmentally conscious. They are 
significantly more conservation-minded than we are, and when the polar ice caps melt and we 
are all drowning in the rising oceans, the French will be steering the ark.
One of the ways that they attempt to ward off the 
impending environmental doom is by recycling. There are 
public recycling stations on almost every street corner or 
in nearly every major parking lot, and you’ll actually see 
French people bringing entire trunk-loads of recyclables 
to these stations and scrupulously disposing of them there. 
(You used to be able to hear them doing so as well, all 
night long—I was occasionally awakened at 3:00 a.m. by 
the sounds of crashing glass as bottles plummeted into the 
bottom of huge plastic receptacles—but the French finally 
outlawed after-hours recycling drop-offs, for that very 
reason.) 
It’s also illegal for supermarkets to give plastic bags to 
their customers. They are allowed to sell reusable ones for 
a nominal fee, but they are not allowed to bag someone’s purchases in them at no cost, as they do 
here. Most people bring their own cloth bags when they do their shopping.
The French are also more mindful of water conservation. Many public shower systems that 
I encountered, including in the Fondation des États-Unis where I lived, were on a timer. Users 
are entitled to approximately 30 seconds of running water before the shower shuts off and they 
are forced to push the button to turn the water on again. If you happen to have soap in your eyes, 
it is very difficult to locate the water “on” button again by feel. The showers continually stop, 
therefore, mid-rinse. Not very practical for getting the shampoo out of your hair or for shaving 
your legs, but a boon for the environment. French toilets also have two flusher buttons—one 
option using less water for a lighter flush and one for when additional water is needed to flush 
down a more substantial deposit. This way, they can save water when just passing water. 
My friend from New York came to visit 
me in Paris. She was a big coffee drinker and 
wanted nothing more than a nice, full-size cup 
of coffee to start off her mornings each day. Not 
wanting to resort to Starbucks, of which there 
are plenty in Paris, we discovered that finding 
a “long coffee” was something of a challenge. 
My friend was convinced that the fact that 
coffee came only in super-strong, super-small 
espresso-style bevvies was really another by-
product of French water conservation efforts.  
However, the biggest French undertaking on behalf 
of the environment and their own general well-being 
is going organic—or bio, as they call it (pronounced 
B.O., just like the American name for armpit stench). 
As a nation, the French are obsessively, radically, full-
blown bio. As of 2017, they were already the third-
largest organic market globally ($3.1 billion in organic 
food and beverages)29, and their organic prowess has 
only increased since. Though “normal,” non-organic 
products still exist in the supermarkets, whenever I 
was with any of my French friends, I never saw them 
purchase any of them. And in the same vein, their pantries and refrigerators were almost 
exclusively filled with produits bio. 
Naturally, the majority of organic items are edible or drinkable. 
Every comestible now exists in organic form, from spaghetti 
to spaghetti squash. But bio has also extended way beyond what 
you can sip or chew into every conceivable consumable good out 
there. There are bio clothes, bedding, makeup, soap, kitchen goods, 
gardening items, scented candles, purses… You really can eat, 
sleep, and breathe organic. There are even bio goodies for Fido or 
Fluffy—or Pierre or Fifi, in this case. The French website Greenweez.
com, for example, is an online “organic store” that offers “35,500 
organic, ecological, and well-being products.” 
I’ve watched the bio craze take over the country the past several 
years; I’ve seen the obsession grow, well, organically. It started out with several products, and 
then became several more products. Next, this sensation mushroomed into entire supermarket 
aisles, then entire supermarket sections. And eventually, bio stores started popping up in towns 
and villages all over France, along with plenty of websites devoted to such items. I’ve never seen 
so much organic everything as I have there. France must have more bio per square inch than 
anywhere else in the world—except for maybe California. 
It’s like the entire country is one giant Whole Foods Market.
 At first, the organic trend in France amused, then 
annoyed me—the way your vegan friend who drives a 
Prius and has a compost pile in his backyard might annoy 
you. You know he’s doing the right thing, but you assume 
he must be a know-it-all, pompous goody-goody who was 
probably home-schooled. Organic just seemed to me like 
a hippie-dippy, hoity-toity, new-agey fad. But then, once I 
saw how very serious (aka fixated on) the French are about 
their bio, I had to give them credit for sticking to their 
organic, ecological guns.
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If you ask the French, “Why bio?”, they’ll likely 
tell you that the food is healthier, better, less 
contaminated, and that they’re saving the planet. 
They say they prefer it because it’s more natural 
and chemical-free. Some even go bio to help out 
farmers—as a form of “social justice.” They’re also 
forking out extra euros for the pleasure, but no one 
seems to mind.
Despite—or maybe because of—all their many 
tableside quirks, protocols, and food formalities, 
the French have reached the pinnacle of the culinary 
arts. France is at the top of the food chain. They 
will forever be associated with good food and good 
living, classy fashion and classic cuisine—even if 
what they’re serving happens to be organic cow 
intestines with a béchamel sauce over bread. With 
butter. Dipped in coffee. Bon appétit. 
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Markets, whether flea, farmers, Christmas, or other, are pretty much an international 
phenomenon. And, of course, organic, farm-to-table, sustainably harvested, compostable, 
plant-based green markets are all the rage in many places these days. But there’s just something 
about the markets in France that takes open-air shopping to a whole other level. 
Markets seem to be as much a part of French culture as bread, cheese, or going on strike. If 
you’ve ever seen a French market, it really is an event, almost a spectacle. People of all categories 
and character come out to the market. Markets in France are all-encompassing occasions that 
are hard to ignore. They are overwhelming, excessive, and hectic. Filled with the colors of fruits 
and fabrics, the sounds of requesting and bartering, and the fragrances of samosas cooking in 
the fryer or freshly sliced pineapple, they are colorful, vibrant, and animated. If there’s a market 
in town, there’s a very good chance that nearly everyone will stop by at some point for some 
thing or several.
Some people spend hours there and leave with bags full of produce and provisions to last 
a week. Others might pick up just a few things to accompany a larger shopping trip to Leclerc, 
Carrefour, or any of the other French Walmart-equivalents. And still others spend their time 
at the brocantes or vide greniers—which are a mélange of antique market, flea market, and yard 
sale—seeking out a single perfect find. 
Whatever brings someone to the market, and 
whatever sort of market that person seeks, one 
thing is certain: You can get just about anything 
from A to Z at the markets: artichokes to zucchini, 
armchairs to zinfandel. They offer everything from 
soup to nuts. Someone is sure to be selling the whole 
hog—in one form or another—and, depending on 
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It is amazing the endless array of products, food, crafts, apparel, and random crap that you 
can find at these markets. There is pretty much nothing that you can’t discover if you search 
hard enough. I’ve seen an old-school Mickey Mouse telephone and an ashtray in the shape of 
the Tasmanian Devil. I once found a purple velvet jacket that looked remarkably like it formerly 
belonged to the artist formerly known as Prince. Another time, someone was selling a foie gras 
cutter, which they must have brought back from New York City, since no one needs one there 
anymore.
Fueled by my acute shopping addiction, I have made a point of going to as many markets in 
France as I can. It was there that I made some of my most prized or interesting purchases and 
happened upon some of my most noteworthy bargains. Five of my nine winter coats purchased in 
France came from markets. I also bought two Indian ottomans—what the French and Amazon 
call “poufs”—for 15 euros, as well as an entire cow tea set, which includes a cow-shaped teapot 
and two cow-patterned mugs, for around five. And I have likely collected a combined total of 
three wardrobes worth of fun and funky clothing from the many markets I have frequented. 
Markets are a destination in themselves, and some of my countless travels have revolved around 
going to a particularly remarkable market.
Here, in no particular order, are some of the many things that can be found in French 
markets and that give them their incredible and diverse appeal: 
Globes. Postcards from around the globe. 
World cuisine, from Asia, Spain, India, the 
Middle East, and Africa. African masks. An 
African lion wearing a fur-lined coat. So many 
lovely coats. Coat racks. Racks and racks of new 
clothing. Used clothes by the boxload. Wooden 
boxes. Wooden chests. Chestnuts. Wooden 
shoes. Shoes and dress boots. Cowboy boots. 
Cow-hide lamps. Cow-hide rugs. Sheepskin 
rugs. A sheep snow globe from Ireland. Potatoes. 
Endless sorts of cheese. Tartiflette and raclette, 
popular dishes at Christmas markets, whose primary ingredients are potatoes and cheese. 
Christmas ornaments. Santa hats. Père Noël. Christmas everything. A life-size statue of the 
Virgin Mary. Jesus himself. Crosses and rosaries. Buddha. 
A book on volcanoes. A contemporary French 
history book. A book on Charles de Gaulle. A 
psychology book. The Kama Sutra. Crates of more 
books. Bookends shaped like dogs. Hot dogs. Hot 
mulled wine. Wine glasses. Sunglasses. Glass bowls. 
A mouse in a bowl in the form of a strawberry. 
Strawberries. Strawberry jelly. Jellyfish in glass. 
Glass fish. Wooden fish. Fish for dinner, like cod and 
carp and tuna fish. A huge crawfish sculpted from 
tusks. A crying elephant (purely coincidental).
A canister set for spices. French spice cake. 
Bowls of spices: curry and turmeric and cinnamon 
and ginger. Gingerbread. Bread in every shape and 
flavor. Flavored teas. Ceramic teacups. A turquoise 
ceramic hippo. A pair of turquoise roller skates. 
Ceramic asparagus. Other veggies—both fresh and 
ceramic. Ceramic chickens. Rotisserie chickens. 
Farm-fresh eggs. Egg rolls. Egg cups. Plastic cups. 
Plastic animals. Stuffed animals and teddy bears. A 
red leather teddy. Red boxing gloves. Winter gloves. Red wool socks for winter. Red peppers. Toy 
fire engines and toy trucks—all red. Toy planes. Toy trains. Model cars. Miniature ships. Small 
things, like scrunchies and tchotchkes. And big things, like a giant, life-size Frankenstein. A life-
size sculpture of a pregnant belly and boobs. A green and gold statue of someone’s backside and 
butt. Paintings of nude figures. Sausage. Bull sausage and boar 
sausage. A boar’s head mounted on a board to hang on the wall. 
Dijon mustard really from Dijon. Mustard greens, fresh basil, 
and kale, all bright emerald green. Emeralds and amethysts and 
other gemstones. Jade carved grasshoppers. Spatulas carved from 
olive wood. At least 20 varieties of olives. Olive-oil soap. Olive oil. 
Patchouli oil. Things that smell: perfume, lavender, garlic, coffee. 
Coffee mugs. Coffeemakers. Other kitchen appliances. Kitchen 
sponges, Brillo pads, and utensils for cooking. Cooked food and 
ready-to-cook food. Everything fried: doughnuts, chips, and 
fries. Waffles. Nutella-banana crêpes. Gummy banana candy. 
Bananas.  
A framed photo of a lady in traditional dress from Brittany. 
A portrait of somebody’s mother. Family photos. Photo albums. Old record albums. Musical 
instruments. An accordion, which someone was playing. A musical dancing ballerina in a jar. 
Jars filled with bingo and chess pieces. An elaborately carved chess set. Tool sets. Containers of 
screws and bolts and nails. Nail clippers. Buttons. Button-down 
shirts. Wine openers by the dozen—just two euros a piece! Goat-
leather wallets, for carting all your two-euro pieces. Antique 
coins. An antique curling iron.
An armless, headless doll. A doll riding a deer. Piles of doll 
parts—a jumble of detached legs, arms, and heads—one of 
which was perhaps previously attached to the armless, headless 
doll. Dolls with pretty hair. Hair clips, hair ties, and hairbrushes. 
A vegetable brush. A hairbrush, comb, and mirror set, in genuine 
silver. Silverware. Silver sequined pumps. A sequined purse. 
Purses with flowered embroidery. Flowers. Flowerpots. Copper 
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pots. Copper candleholders. Candles. Candelabras 
and chandeliers. Light bulbs. Lamps. Lots of things 
that plug in. Lots of things that light up or wind up 
or keep time—or, at least, that did, once upon a time. 
Meandering through the markets in France is an 
experience, almost an adventure. Nearly every town 
has one, from the tiny villages to the bigger towns, 
and the biggest cities have a plethora of these retail 
marvels. Only the size and the selection might vary 
from place to place, but the energetic atmosphere and mixed bag of merchandise never do.
Markets are an endless hodgepodge of gadgets, edibles, 
and treasures spread out on tables, on display in stands and 
hung up below tents, and overflowing from baskets and bins. 
You can rifle through boxes of tomato-peelers and sink plugs. 
Scoop into barrels of dried figs, dates, couscous, or multi-
colored licorice ropes. Try on a handknit wool sweater or a 
pink straw hat. Sniff melons that some vendor grew in his 
50-acre backyard. Or ask to sample the paella cooking right 
before you in a giant vat, where shrimp the size of baby 
alligators loiter with mussels on a terrace of tomato sauce 
and rice. 
 French markets have everything you need in all the 
major categories. There is something to fill your every practical 
need (bobby pins, pin cushions, chair cushions…), something 
when you want to treat yourself or indulge a little (slabs of meat, meat cones, ice cream cones…). 
There is even that hard-to-find item that you simply can’t live without (a brass pineapple lamp, 
pineapple spoon rest, spoons…). 
Whatever you seek, you’re sure to find it at a French market—even if what you seek happens 
to be a taxidermy fox, a slide projector, or an insect hotel.
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In all the time I’ve spent in France, I’ve learned quite a bit. I’ve discovered some things 
about French politics and government and authority. I’ve been taught about French history and 
art and society. I’ve learned a thing or two (not enough) about French men and French dating. 
Having traveled all over France, I’ve learned a little about French geography and the various 
regions, what you should eat there, and definitely what you should shop for there. But I’ve also 
accumulated a plethora of random knowledge and useless facts—things like the fact that King 
Louis XIX had the shortest reign ever at only 20 minutes. Charles de Gaulle was 6’4” tall. King 
Charlemagne was married six times.30 And the Etch-a-Sketch, hot air balloon, and stethoscope 
were all invented in France.31 We’re forever grateful.
Here are a few more fun facts about France and its citizens.
• If you’ve ever driven in France, you’ve certainly 
encountered many ronds points—or roundabouts, aka 
traffic circles—along the way. In fact, France has more of 
these circular intersections per resident than any other 
country in the world. So, before you drive away in your 
rented Citroën, be prepared for an excessive number of 
these engineering marvels: The French have managed to 
fit in nearly one roundabout per kilometer of every road, 
highway, and thruway in the country.
As the interior of these circles would otherwise be wasted 
space—no man’s land—sometimes they put them to good use. 
One roundabout in Normandy, for example, houses a replica 
of the Statue of Liberty. Others contain mini-vineyards 
growing grapes for wine—right there in the midst of traffic 
flow. Only in France.
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• Even French cats like the pastries. 
There was a teacher who taught French on the 
Montpellier program—nice guy, French. His 
name is Pascal. He admitted one day that his 
cat eats croissants. It is fortunate that the feline 
population can truly appreciate the perks of 
being French, but I can’t think of anything 
more cliché French than a French cat who eats 
croissants. Except maybe a dog who drinks champagne, of which, I imagine, there are plenty.
• Here’s something I saw posted along one of the escalators in the Paris Métro: It takes 
more than an hour to clean one square meter (or 10.76 square feet) of graffiti. That’s a lot 
of scrubbing for a very small space! And graffiti is an aesthetic bête noir—a blight on all that 
beautiful French architecture. So, the next time you have the urge to spray-paint “Ensemble 
batissons un monde sans brocoli” (“Together, let’s build a world 
without broccoli”) on the side of a French building, consider this: 
A square meter is not even as big as an average bath towel, and 
only about a fourth the size of a king-sized bed. And yet an hour of 
labor is required to remove it. This spray-paint-to-scrubbing ratio 
is obviously way out of whack. At that rate, if Bill Gates’s 66,000 
square-foot house32 were covered in graffiti, it would take 255 days, 
11 hours, and 31 minutes of nonstop work to clean it up. 
• Considering a trip to France? You’ll be in good company. In any given year, it will be 
you and 89,999,999 of your closest friends travelling to the country. Visitors to France account 
for a whopping 10 percent of all the world’s tourists venturing outside their own country.
So, what do all these people come to see in France? The Louvre, of course, with 10.2 million 
visitors in 2018 (the world’s most visited fine arts museum), followed by the iconic Eiffel Tower, 
which brings in 7 million visitors a year (considered the world’s most visited paid-admission 
monument). Disneyland Paris tops the list of most visited sites in Paris with an average of 12 
million mouse-loving tourists annually. Versailles comes in at number 5 on the list and the Arc 
de Triomphe at number 10.33 
If none of the above attractions appeal to 
you, there’s no need to worry. Au contraire. You 
have plenty of other places to explore. France 
has a total of 4,000 museums, 1,500 visitable 
chateaus, and 40,000 historic monuments, of 
which 44 made UNESCO’s World Heritage 
List. While you’re there, stay the night—or the 
week—at one of France’s 20,000 hotels.34 
The entire tourism industry in France—
if you count both the French and foreign 
tourists together—is an 80-billion-euro 
industry accounting for 3 million jobs35 (I am convinced that my souvenir 
shopping alone helped support at least 57 workers’ salaries).
• A couple years ago, I took a group tour of the Eiffel Tower with 
a guide. We climbed up 674 steps to the second floor and then took the 
elevator the rest of the way to the top. In between saying “yeah” every other 
syllable, the guide had many interesting things to tell, and he taught us 
plenty of random facts about Paris’s third most visited landmark: It takes 
60 tons of paint, 30 people, and seven years to paint the Eiffel Tower, and 
once that’s finished, it’s already time to start painting all over again. A 
French version of Sisyphus. 
He also told us that when Hitler came to 
see the tower, the elevators broke down, so he never got to go up in 
it. It couldn’t have happened to a more deserving tourist. 
We were also taught that Gustave Eiffel’s name was not really 
Eiffel at all. It was Gustave Bönickhausen. So, we really climbed the 
Bönickhausen Tower. Do you suppose that 7 million people a year 
realize that they’re actually visiting Paris’s renowned Bönickhausen 
Tower? I’m quite sure that that’s not what it says on my 12 key chains 
or my souvenir hoodie sweatshirt. 
The Eiffel Tower is 324 meters (1,063 feet) tall36—the height of 
a stack of 50 giraffes or three football fields standing on end—and 
weighs around 20.2 million pounds (or about 10,100 tons). It was built in 1889 with 18,038 
pieces of iron and 2.5 million rivets and has welcomed 300 million visitors over the course of its 
131-year life.37
• Wine is around the same price or even cheaper than soda in France. This is good news 
for the many wine connoisseurs out there, but for those like me who can’t go a day without a 
heavy pour of Coke Zero, it is a tough pill to swallow—even if washing it down with wine.
The soft drink biz in France brings in around €12.3 billion ($13.9 
billion),38 and Coca-Cola, now celebrating its 100th anniversary in 
France, has announced plans to expand its market there beginning 
this year. The French drink around 77.8 liters (20.6 gallons) of soft 
drinks39—the equivalent in volume of 150 venti cups of coffee at 
Starbucks.
I was a regular at a certain bar in Paris and friendly with the 
bartender there. One night, I decided to forego wine in favor of a diet 
soft drink. When I do that in the U.S., I keep not only my wits about 
me, but also several extra bucks in my wallet. However, I ordered 
three sodas that evening and was astounded when my bar tab rang 
in at around 15 euros! I know that there is no such thing as free 
refills in France, but these were crappy sodas from the soda gun 
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(meaning a box of syrup and a hose), not the bottle, and I thought the bartender might cut me a 
break. No such luck. 
In a French restaurant or bar, you can usually find a 
decent glass of wine for between 4 and 6 euros, while a mini 
glass bottle of Coke (at 33 cl or around 11 ounces) will run 
you an average of 5€50. (And good luck getting more than 
two measly ice cubes in the bottom of your glass, even if you 
ask.) In supermarkets, a tiny half-liter bottle (just under 17 
ounces) of soda costs at least 2 euros, but you can get an 
entire bottle of wine for as little as 4 or 5 euros. And we’re 
not talking Sutter Home- or Boone’s Farm-level swill. It’s 
good-quality French wine at that price point. So who, besides me, would choose soft drinks over 
the stiff stuff? 
When I complained about my overpriced sodas at the bar, my friends who live there didn’t 
even flinch. One of them told me that the reason that she drinks so much alcohol is because it’s 
cheaper to do so. Thrifty drunkenness. She also explained that if you order a vodka Sprite or a 
rum and Coke, they’ll likely upcharge you for the mixer. Bottom line: Save money, drink wine. 
No wonder the French are the fifth largest wine-consumers in the world40—it just makes good 
economic sense.
• But French wine isn’t only budget-friendly, it’s 
also some of the most exceptional wine your euros can 
buy. France is synonymous with fine wine and viewed 
by most as the big cheese of the wine industry. Although 
French vino has recently seen a lot of competition 
from a growing global market, it is still considered the 
champagne of the wine world.
 Wine in France is a €25.5 billion ($28.8 billion) 
business.41  The French produce between 7 and 8 billion 
bottles of wine annually42 and sip the stuff at a yearly 
volume of approximately 48 liters (12.7 gallons) per person43 or, as of 2017, at least 713.3 million 
gallons as a nation44—enough to fill 1,081 Olympic-sized swimming pools. Wine remains the 
alcoholic beverage of choice in France, at 58 percent of all the libations imbibed, and most folks 
prefer red.45 
 And yet, wine consumption in France is down, due in part to governmental pressure. 
Not only are French public health officials trying to put the brakes on unhealthy eating, but 
now they’re telling the French that they’re a bunch of drunks and should curb their drinking to 
no more than … two glasses per day and a maximum of 10 glasses per week?46 How utterly un-
French. For your health, stop being so darn French. And drink more soda.
• We’ve looked at bread consumption, but what about the artists behind the baguettes—
those men and women slaving over a hot oven to bring the daily bread to the table?
As the most abundant food retailer in 
France, there are some 35,000 boulangeries, 
or bakeries, in the country—meaning 
approximately one bakery for every 1,800 
French people.47 Though such a high 
number suggests that there would be a 
boulangerie on every corner (and mostly, 
this is indeed the case), that number is 
down from 54,000 bakeries in 1950,48 when 
there must have been two boulangeries on 
every corner. 
French bakeries are very prolific 
establishments, and bakers are especially hard-working, baking all day for a maximum starchy 
output. They work so hard, in fact, that the French had to pass a law forbidding bakers to start 
work before 4 a.m. or to call it a night any later than 10 p.m.49  Although bakeries produce a wide 
variety of items—from brioche and loaves to cakes and quiches—baguettes are, by far, their 
bread and butter. Each boulangerie can bake up to 2,000 baguettes a day or at least 500,000 per 
year. 
By official legal mandate, known as the Bread Decree of 1993, 
a traditional baguette has to be made with nothing more than 
water, salt, yeast, and wheat flour (score one for the vegans!), 
can’t ever be frozen, and must never include a single additive 
or preservative.50 A regular baguette is about two inches thick 
and two feet long and has to weigh just over a half a pound.51 
Depending on the variety, preparation times range from five to 
20 hours.52 According to historic records, French boulangers were 
baking bread as long as six feet back in 1862,53 and the longest 
baguette ever came in at 132.6 meters, or 435.1 feet,54 which 
makes it 80 times taller than Napoleon.55  
For convenience’s sake, baguettes are now available in 
baguette vending machines in select locales. 
Every year, there is a highly competitive bread tournament for the best baguette in Paris. 
Because this prestigious title is sure to bring business and honor to the victorious bakery, 
winning it is considered the best thing since sliced bread.
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Train travel is huge in France. The French love (and hate) their trains (and, in fact, it’s hard 
to tell which, since the French have a reputation for complaining about even things that they are 
fond of)—but either way, they travel by train extensively. There are approximately 18,580 miles 
of train tracks56 crisscrossing France—from Normandy to Nice, Paris to Provence. This makes 
the rail system in France the second most extensive in Europe and the ninth largest worldwide.57 
In 2017, the French and the many visitors to their country made a total of 1.762 billion trips 
by train58  (which, incidentally, happens to be the same number of bubbles in just 36 bottles of 
champagne).59
Many of the trains traversing France are 
TGVs, or high-speed trains that reach top 
speeds of 320 km/h (200 mph).60  France was 
among the front-runners in the high-speed 
train realm, and the first TGV was brought 
out in 1981.61 Most of the regular, slower 
train varieties are local and regional trains, 
including many in and around Paris.
In total, as many as 14,000 trains roll 
across France every day62 (the same number 
of calories in just 3.3 pounds of brie cheese or 
in approximately 60 croissants). Let’s be clear, 
though: There are some 14,000 trains, that is, when the French train workers of the SNCF, the 
national rail company, don’t strike, shutting down as many as 90 percent of trains—but that’s 
another story that we’ll get to later.
I have spent considerable time on trains, whether commuting in and around Paris or 
traveling far beyond the city, all over France. Sometimes it feels as if I’ve spent the majority of my 
French life aboard one train or another. Armed with a Eurail pass and the desire for adventure, 
broader horizons, souvenirs, and more stickers for my map, I have made it my personal quest to 
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see every town in France. Everywhere in the country is a bucket-list 
destination, and there’s no better way to visit these places—especially 
for a car-less foreigner—than by train.
However, France has over 36,000 municipalities and more than 
3,000 cities63 served by train, so I’ve got my work cut out for me (and 
I’m going to need a much bigger map).
 If you’ve never backpacked around Europe and aren’t familiar 
with it, a Eurail pass is a flat-rate ticket, which can only be 
purchased in advance in the U.S. and allows unlimited train travel 
within a certain country for a particular number of days (between 
one and eight). Of course, in France, they sucker you into paying an 
obligatory surcharge by tacking on a supplement for all trips on a TGV.
I always give my rail pass a good workout, squeezing in the maximum number of train 
expeditions I can feasibly fit in. My various rail passes and the SNCF have taken me to towns 
and regions throughout France, allowing me to see 
and experience so many unforgettable things.
I tasted wine in Vouvray and Beaune, champagne 
in Reims, and cider in Caudebec-en-Caux. I ate 
Smurf-flavored ice cream in Palavos, cassoulet in 
Carcassonne, and calissons (a sort of fruity, almond 
paste candy) in Aix-en-Provence. And I visited 
a medicine history museum in Toulouse, a wine 
museum in Bordeaux, and a Victor Hugo museum in 
Rives-en-Seine. 
When not simply wandering around for hours with a map and my 
curiosity, appreciating the sights and the beautiful old architecture, 
I took narrated city tours of every town that I could and made a 
point to visit the top must-see landmarks. I climbed a tower in 
Bourges, rode a Ferris wheel in Lille and Béziers, and wandered the 
Christmas markets of Colmar. I admired Roman ruins in Narbonne, 
giant moving animals made of machine parts in Nantes, and an 
“astrological clock” in both 
Beauvais and Strasbourg. 
I’ve seen the inside of 
more cathedrals, tourism 
bureaus, and souvenir 
shops than I can count. And in every French city or 
village that I ever set foot in, I took hundreds of photos 
and shopped for postcards, souvenir medallions, and 
other memorabilia. It was just my routine. 
 Another habitual activity in my train-based journeys 
was a fun little travel game I played that I like to call “finding 
the pretty.” Most places in France are knock-you-over-the-
head gorgeous, but even picturesque France has its fair share 
of hideous modern architecture, graffiti, and run-down areas. 
These less-than-lovely hoods, I’ve discovered, are often near 
French train stations—meaning, it is not uncommon to step 
off a train in an unknown town 
and think, “What in the heck am 
I doing here?” Sometimes you just 
need to look a little further, delve 
a little deeper, to find the charm—
the pretty—in any given town. But 
it’s almost always there. In many 
French towns, the train stations are in the newer, urban-sprawling 
parts of town, whereas the pretty gathers in the older quarters, 
usually but a short walk away.
Take Troyes, for instance. There are 15 trains a day—more 
than one per hour—between Paris and this small burg in the heart 
of the Champagne region. When I arrived by train last fall, I was, at first, convinced that someone 
had made a mistake. How could they possibly fill 15 
trains with enough people interested in going somewhere 
so unsightly? Maybe two made more sense. Who would 
possibly want to visit there, and why? But after a short 
time of searching for the pretty, I found it—in spades. 
The buildings were built in half-timbered wood or stone, 
often brightly colored, and there were cobblestones and 
beaucoup history and quaintness. And the fact that it’s a 
fine locale to grab a glass of bubbly didn’t knock it down 
any points in my book, either. Troyes is now on the list of 
my favorite places in France.
Of course, travelling this extensively in France requires 
becoming intimately acquainted with the train system, spending 
excessive time inside a fast-moving tube, and being patient 
and flexible when scheduling sometimes goes off the rails. The 
longest trip I ever took was approximately 678 miles, from 
Yvetot in Normandy to Nice, and took close to 12 hours (the 
train was delayed). The greatest number of legs in any one trip 
I’ve taken was four, and the most cities I ever saw in a single 
day was five (I left Pau early in the morning, had a 45-minute 
layover in Dax, spent two hours wandering around Hendaye 
before stopping for four hours in Saint-Jean-de-Luz, and finally 
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finished the day with an overnight in Biarritz). And my most disproportionate travel time was 
around eight hours in the train, round-trip, for just over an hour on-site in Orléans, but I so 
desperately wanted to see the place. 
It’s a good thing that, on French trains, getting there really can be half the fun. French trains 
are fairly comfortable, though I do, somehow, often end up riding backwards in one of those 
four-seat arrangements with a small community table 
in the middle. I find myself nauseated from the reverse-
motion sickness and obligated to rub elbows with the 
woman in the next seat, who is wearing a shirt with koi 
on it and coughs and sneezes for the entire journey. (I 
also once had a conductor blow his nose mere seconds 
before taking my train pass to check its validity, in the 
midst of prime cold and flu season.) But the petri-dish 
aspect of trains aside, they are fast, somewhat reliable 
when no one is on strike, and relatively clean. The 
SNCF even has cleanliness officers on staff whose 
entire job is to walk up and down the aisles with a 
trash bag collecting your used chip bags and macaron 
wrappers. And, depending on the train, you might find 
someone guiding a little refreshment pushcart down the 
aisle as well, from which you can buy wine, sandwiches, 
snacks, and pastries, without ever leaving your seat. But 
if the food doesn’t come to you, every train has a dining car, where you can still get a nice 
pick-me-up to tide you over for the journey. Though the trains cruise as fast as a Lamborghini 
and faster than a tornado, they run so smoothly that you won’t even feel a jostle enough to 
spill your cabernet. So, sit back, relax, catch your breath, and enjoy the breathtaking views of 
the French countryside as you move ever closer to your charming final destination. Just don’t 
breathe in too heavily—I once rode a train that 
smelled like the car had been sprayed with B.O.-
scented room deodorizer, and besides, koi lady 
is contagious. 
Other advantages of train travel include the 
vast quantity of trains going every which way—
when running on a complete schedule—so that 
there are plenty of options to choose from, for 
both travel time and terminus. The conductors 
who come around and take tickets are generally 
friendly, as long as you have a ticket, and before 
they make their rounds, they often pass through 
the aisles saying “bonjour” to all. I am sure that this is a company-enforced greeting, the way 
that “Welcome to Walmart” is in these parts, but it still makes them seem amiable. And much like 
flight attendants passing out wings to children on flights, I’ve occasionally seen train workers 
handing out little games, crafts, or trinkets to the tots onboard. Add that to the fact that the male 
conductors are usually quite easy on the eyes and attractive in their SNCF uniforms. This is a 
bonus, as it assures that the views while traveling are breathtaking both outside the windows 
and in.
Trains are also air conditioned, albeit lightly 
by our standards and about 10 degrees warmer 
than the average American interior cooling system. 
But take advantage while you can—French A/C is 
as rare a find as a no-cost, clean, and available 
public restroom in France. By the way, trains do 
have toilettes, sometimes as many as two per car, 
and they’re usually not awful—one train loo even 
had a bright red toilet seat! I highly recommend 
using these facilities before you reach your stop 
because, as I’ve mentioned earlier, you’ll pay for 
the privilege in the train station. That said, I have been on trains where the bathrooms in so 
many of the cars were out of order that there was only about one working john on the entire 
train (typical French). Also, way back in my foreign study days, when I was first becoming buddy-
buddy with France, all of the noxious contents of the toilets on trains were emptied directly onto 
the tracks. I vaguely remember the conductors coming over the P.A. and requesting that no one 
do their stuff whenever the train was in the station, for obvious reasons. I’m curious to know if 
this method of flushing is still the norm today, or if they’ve moved on to more hygienic sewage 
disposal. The French seem far too environmentally conscious to let everyone and everything 
dump any old place, but still, it makes a person wonder.
Unfortunately, however, like all good things in life, trains 
have their downsides as well. They are often crowded, late, and 
sometimes poorly equipped. And if you opt to go to the ticket 
counter in the train station rather than buy tickets online, which 
I was required to do to reserve seats with my rail pass, plan to 
take a number and wait as much as 45 minutes.
The overcrowding problem on trains extends to both 
commuter and regional trains. TGVs are not nearly as crowded 
because every person must pay for an actual seat. But the rest of 
the trains don’t require a seat reservation, are first come, first 
served, and can get as congested as the lines for the Dumbo ride 
at Disneyland Paris.  
I was on a train with a friend last summer, and for lack of 
anywhere else to sit, a rather heavy-set woman sat her plump 
rear down on the armrest of my friend’s seat and proceeded to ooze over into her space. She 
ended up practically seated on my friend’s lap.
Another time, I took the train from Montpellier to Marseille to try to catch my flight to 
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Corsica from the Marseille airport. For some reason, the train-
powers-that-be decided to cut the number of cars on that train 
down to three, so there was not nearly enough space for the 
high demand. It was standing room only, and we were forced 
to crowd into the aisles and the hallways between the cars, all 
stuffed in like me in my jeans after a few months of French food. 
Passengers were practically piled on top of each other, with arms, 
legs, luggage, and smartphones protruding from the human 
jumble. Every space was filled, and some folks were even riding 
in the bathrooms. It was so packed that I couldn’t bend enough 
to sit down on my own luggage. People had to climb over each 
other and pass bags over heads to get off the train, and pass kids 
over bags to reunite them with their parents when separated by 
the pushing crowds. At one stop, at least 50 people were left 
standing helplessly on the platform as the train very slowly 
pulled away, because there was simply no room for them to 
board. This train was also over two hours late, but by luck, 
divine intervention, and switching to a different train heading 
in the same direction, I made it to the airport just a half hour 
before flight time.
During rush hour, the Paris Métro and the suburban RER 
trains are a more jam-packed version of my Marseille train, 
every day of the week. At peak times, I was lucky if I could even 
nudge, strong-arm, or bulldoze my way onto a train in Paris. 
Often, there was simply no space big enough for a human, and 
I had no choice but to let two or more trains go and to wait for 
the next one. 
When it finally became possible to board, it was a most unpleasant experience. Too 
crammed into a tiny spot in the car to be able 
to reach a bar or handle to steady myself, and 
with mere inches between my co-voyagers 
and me, I was left to do the train-surfing 
thing—stepping slightly back and forth with 
the movement of the train, trying not to fall 
over. I was also always obliged to perform 
the most unsanitary of actions by placing my 
backpack on the filthy, bacteria-infested floor 
of the train, balanced against a leg, as there 
was not enough room to hold it at arm’s level. 
The backpack was made of porous fabric 
and therefore would easily sop up any train 
sludge it came in contact with. It also served 
as school bag, work bag, and handbag and spent as much time in my lap as it did in the nether 
regions of the train. 
One afternoon at 5:00 p.m., on one of the busiest Métro lines in Paris, it was still more 
packed than jam-packed. But this, surprisingly, was actually an easier ride. At that point, I was 
so incredibly stuffed into the car that I didn’t have to worry about either hanging on or losing 
my balance. I was so completely pressed up against people that they held me up. There wasn’t 
a chance of moving even an inch, and I certainly wasn’t going to fall over. Safety in numbers. 
My friend Margaux said, “All I can say is that I got into some sort of numb state where I have 
accepted the loss of personal space and being pushed around and coughed on.” No wonder the 
French don’t hug nearly as much as we do. They don’t need to; they take the train.
Another unfortunate drawback that I’ve discovered while train-hopping all over France is 
a conspicuous lack of electrical outlets on French trains. I think this problem is very slowly on 
the mend, and more and more trains are becoming outlet-equipped, but I have been bewitched 
with the double-misfortune of finding myself on plug-less trains and also owning a computer 
that possesses extremely crappy battery power.
Long train trips are an excellent opportunity to get some productive work done, if you 
can keep your computer up and running. But the challenge of finding plugs on a train was an 
ongoing battle for me. More times than not, I was forced to stow my computer, which had sadly 
died during the journey, and sleep or stare out the window in the absence of electric power to 
revive the digital corpse. Plug-lessness was a regular occurrence. 
During one voyage from Montpellier to Paris, I was trying to make use of the three-hour 
stretch by diligently working on my PC. I was 
increasingly antsy as I watched my laptop’s battery 
power rapidly diminish while we flew north at 175 
mph. It was a race of the machines: the computer 
rushing to drain all of its own power before the 
speeding train could reach the station—where 
there would be an abundance of wall sockets. The 
computer won the race by a wide margin and 
closed down its operations a full 217 kilometers 
before the train, despite its acclaimed velocity, slid 
into its destination of Paris’s Gare de Lyon. But I 
kept on typing as long as I could.
On this particular train, the WiFi didn’t work (also quite common) and there were no 
plugs. I had already tried unsuccessfully to make use of both. Thinking that I might be missing 
something—Were there plugs under the seats? Hidden behind the armrests?—I asked the SNCF 
guys roaming the aisles if they could direct me to the plugs. One told me “aux toilettes.” That 
was the second time that I’d been told that there were plugs in the bathrooms on that same 
train, and it seemed strange. Why would they only put plugs in the bathrooms and nowhere 
else? What was I supposed to do while the computer was charging, if, indeed, there really were 
working plugs in the bathroom? And what about those who needed to use the facilities for more 
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bathroom-appropriate activities than charging a 
dying computer? Considering that I knew what a 
prize a decent public bathroom in France was, how 
could I justify keeping needy passengers out while 
I charged? 
I went into the bathroom and found the plugs 
above the sink, but they were plugs for razors—
smaller, strange-looking plugs that looked nothing 
like plugs, not even French ones. Nevertheless, I 
decided to give it a shot. That was wishful thinking. 
My computer plug didn’t fit into the outlet, so I 
tried plugging it into two different sockets simultaneously—one prong in each. Not only did it 
appear to not be charging, but I’m grateful that I didn’t fry my computer or myself in the process. 
Once again, I found it peculiar that the train workers would send me to a razor plug and not 
a regular plug, and that they would tell me that there were plugs in the bathroom when I asked 
them for some. Did they assume that I wanted to plug in a razor, of all things? Did I look like I 
needed a shave? Figuring that they knew something that I didn’t (about the plugs, not my facial 
hair), I decided I would leave my computer plugged in and see if it would actually juice up. Just in 
case. I set it down on the sink to let it charge, at which point the motion-activated faucet turned 
the water on. Right onto my computer. Merde. I snatched it off the counter, turned it sideways 
to drain out any water that may have gotten inside, and grabbed some toilet paper and started 
dabbing at it to dry it off. 
The computer gods took pity on me, and it booted up right away and seemed to have survived. 
However, by that evening—and perhaps coincidentally—my laptop’s fan had virtually stopped 
working and the machine kept overheating. Maybe it needed more water to cool it off? 
I went back to my seat on the train and, for the rest of the trip to Paris, stared out the 
window and tried to sleep.
Every once in a while on French trains, you’ll have the lamentable experience of crossing 
paths with a grumpy or downright mean conductor. Though most of them are perfectly delightful 
(and good-looking), there is still the occasional 
sourpuss. I had just such a miserable grouch, 
during a train trip out of Normandy, who 
decided that I hadn’t filled out my rail pass 
to his liking and insisted that I pay 50 euros 
because of it. I pleaded my case, told him that 
I hadn’t even realized the error of my ways—
it was an innocent mistake. But he used no-
pity tactics with me and refused to cut me a 
break, clinging tightly to my rail pass with his 
iron fist. He wouldn’t budge, and nothing I 
said could warm his frosty demeanor. I don’t 
know why he was so ill-humored. Maybe 
he’d run out of butter for his croissants that 
morning. Maybe his champagne was flat. But 
whatever it was, he was an ornery old brute, 
and he was going to make me suffer for it. I 
paid the 50 euros and then disputed the 
charge with the SNCF. It got as far as them 
asking for my bank account information for 
a reimbursement, but that was ages ago, and 
I never heard another thing about it, nor ever 
saw a single centime.
This only reconfirms my firmly held belief 
that you definitely don’t want to mess with the French ticket-verification posse. They mean 
business. The French word for a train conductor, or a ticket-taker, is contrôleur—root word, 
control. A most appropriate description, as these men and women are often on a power trip. 
They hold the cards and the scanner, and if they zap your ticket and discover that you are in any 
sort of violation, they will unapologetically demand 
that you pay a hefty fine, as I had to—often more 
than the cost of the ticket itself. In both Montpellier 
and Paris, I’ve seen groups of contrôleurs perform a 
ticketing onslaught, vigilante-style. They have been 
known to gather en masse on the train platform and 
block the doors as the train pulls into the station, so 
that no one who might be without a proper “title of 
transport,” as they say in French, would be able to step 
off the train and escape to safety without first paying 
their dues. Then they shove their way onboard and 
start checking the entire crowd’s tickets and train passes, as if by coup. You’ll see hordes of the 
guilty and ticket-less, amassed and sequestered on the platform, as the contrôleur takes down, 
one by one, each renegade’s personal information, the amount of the fee, and the reason for the 
unpardonable transgression.
But the least favorable element of French train travel is a propensity for lateness. I know 
how hard the SNCF and the related train-operating organizations work to run their trains 
in a timely manner, because when trains are on time, they 
are to-the-minute punctual. But unfortunately, with 1.762 
billion train departures and arrivals in France within 
a year, the odds nearly ensure that some of them are 
bound to be tardy. And I seem to have the ill-fated luck of 
managing to get myself almost exclusively on trains that 
are delayed—so much so that I’m convinced that I have a 
train curse. For years, I was victim of an airport jinx, and 
nearly every time I was scheduled to fly, my flight would be 
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held up due to one hiccup or another: a pilot’s broken 
chair in the cockpit, a missing dog in the baggage hold, 
airplane debris on the runway. Now, however, my 
airport curse has morphed into a train curse, as I am 
plagued with perpetual train postponements.
In one especially notable period that lasted just 
over a week, I experienced a very bad spell of train 
cursedness. I rode the train approximately 13 times 
during that rough patch, encountering delays on seven 
of those journeys—or greater than 50 percent—that 
ranged from 10 minutes to over two hours. In fact, two 
of those trips arrived at least two hours late, including 
my infamous jaunt to Marseille. There are various 
reasons that trains are detained. I’ve been on a train 
that waited in the station in Bordeaux for half an hour 
because someone had gotten hit by a train in a nearby 
town. Once, my train left Paris an hour and a half late because of an accident on the tracks. 
I’ve had trains cancelled or delayed because of strikes. Several times, I’ve been on trains stuck 
in Troyes or Lisieux that were being held for people getting off other late trains to make their 
connections, thus causing a chain reaction of lateness. And once, my train stopped in the middle 
of nowhere and sat parked on the tracks for 15 minutes, due to a “signal problem.” With as 
many trains sharing the tracks as there are in France and moving as quickly as they do, signal 
problems make me nervous. Signal problems lead to collisions. I would rather that the entire 
train system—signals and schedules and all—run as smoothly as the trains themselves usually 
do, once they’re moving.
To the credit of the SNCF, they have an “on time or your money back” guarantee. Sort of. 
When the trains are late, which they so often are, the SNCF starts to pay once the delay surpasses 
30 minutes. The amount they reimburse you is directly relevant to the level of tardiness, with 
maximum compensation for three or more hours. So, although a late train might make you miss 
a wedding, interview for your dream job, or your mother’s birthday dinner, get over it. You’ll 
get up to 75 percent of your ticket price back! Fill out an online request form, and they’ll usually 
send you a refund or a voucher within a matter of days. 
Also, the French are usually very 
forthcoming about the specific cause of a 
lagging train. Very rarely do they make no 
announcement and leave you wondering 
what’s going on and why the train isn’t 
leaving the station or is stopped dead on the 
tracks next to a cow farm. By and large, they 
will tell you what’s up in straightforward 
detail—sometimes too much so: “As a result 
of a passenger who had an epileptic seizure 
on the train…” “As a result of a technical problem with a train car that got stuck to another train 
car and couldn’t be separated…” “Following an incident with a person on the tracks…” I half 
expect them to say, “We are held up due to an incident with a person on the tracks—a real loser. 
Quit his job and lost his house and his wife left him. He’s broke and lives in his car and hasn’t 
shaved in a month, and now he’s so devastated that he thought he’d throw himself in front of a 
TGV. But no worries. We’ve managed to talk him out of it and should be moving again shortly.”
I have a friend who has worked for many years as a contrôleur onboard trains in France 
and French-speaking Switzerland. He told me that they had to stop a train once because there 
was a guy on the tracks. As it turns out, the man was simply looking for snails on the rails. It was 
raining and the tracks were warm, which, apparently, are precisely the sort of conditions that 
bring out the snails. This guy didn’t want to die; he just wanted escargot for dinner. 
Sadly, however, this is not always the case. 
Someone told me at a dinner party once (yes, this 
sort of thing is dinnertime conversation) that 
France has the highest rate of death on the tracks of 
any country in the world—whether by accident or 
suicide. And regrettably, I had an eerily firsthand 
experience with just such a thing.
One night in Paris, late, I was waiting for the 
RER train home. It happened to be the very last 
train of the night. When it pulled into the station, 
the crowd that had gathered on the platform 
all rushed for the doors and then stood, waiting for them to open. Except that they never did. 
Instead, a bunch of official-looking, uniformed 
people started appearing—stepping off the train or 
coming from along the platform. They seemed to be 
appearing out of nowhere in increasing numbers, 
and increasingly in panic mode. They kept looking 
around, up and down the platform and at the train, 
and at the point when I caught one or two of them 
peering down towards the tracks, under the train, 
I got a sick feeling and began to catch on to what 
was really happening. 
The uniformed people started screaming at the 
crowd to back up, and then, they went a step further 
and told us we all had to leave the platform—to go 
back upstairs. An announcement came over the 
PA system: “Serious passenger accident.” As I ran 
up the escalator to try to get another train home 
on another line, I saw the paramedics running 
down the stairs beside me, toward the platform. I 
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couldn’t help myself from trying to glance back one last time, but I also figured that whatever 
they were about to do had to be too gruesome for us to see if they were chasing us all away. 
Serious passenger accident. It was chilling.
Though I never actually boarded that train, it was the closest I have ever come to being on a 
train that ran someone over. And that was plenty close enough.
But on a happier note, one of the most interesting things about trains in France is that they 
are a real slice of life. Every type of person, relationship, and social situation exists on a train—
perhaps even some that don’t exist elsewhere. Trains have an equalizing effect—like Saints 
games and Mardi Gras—since virtually all age groups, professions, races, genders, and classes 
are represented. There are businesspeople traveling for work, babies crying, families who let 
their kids watch videos at full volume, single folks, and tourists on vacation. 
There are burly army guys with massive rifles keeping the peace, and crazy people and 
fighting couples disrupting the peace. My conductor 
friend told me that they once had to stop a train in 
the boonies because a couple was having such an 
aggressive quarrel that they had become hysterical 
and were chasing each other around the train. I’ve 
personally seen a couple with a newborn angrily 
having it out on the platform while waiting for their 
train to arrive. The presence of the infant didn’t 
seem to soothe their train rage, and they were loudly 
shrieking at each other with a whole lot of seven-
letter words (most swear words in French are longer 
than the four-letter norm in English profanity). 
Trains even transport people with pets. But animal-lovers, beware: Apparently, any living 
creature—pets and pending meals included—that takes the train still needs to present a paid 
ticket to the conductor. Several years ago, a man was found to be in violation of ticketing 
regulations when it was discovered that he was traveling on a TGV with live snails who were 
not equipped with “titles of transport” of their own. The man was fined, though charges were 
later dropped.64  It was not clear, however, if he had collected the snails 
on the warm and clammy tracks prior to boarding.
I suppose it’s fortunate that when I transported my fish to their 
foster home in St. Marguerite-sur-Duclair, I took the bus.
Trains are mobile self-contained bubbles of French culture. They 
are a real microcosm of French society and represent France as a whole. 
Several crucial aspects of French civilization are integrally connected to 
the trains: geographic, social, historic, corporate (over 260,000 people work for the SNCF!).65  In 
many ways, nothing is more French than a French train. Trains have strikes and snails. Wine, 
coffee, and croissants are readily available on most trains, as well as a small amount of cheese. 
In typical French fashion, bureaucratic train-related rules are abundant, and punctuality seems 
to be only somewhat of a motivating factor in 
train operation. Trains are also eco-friendly 
and low-carbon, and the SNCF avidly 
recycles. The dining car even serves bio.
Welcome aboard. The SNCF wishes you 
an agreeable voyage.
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Okay, let’s dispel a few rumors that often hover around 
the French: Marie Antoinette didn’t really tell everyone to eat 
cake. Not all French women are chic, fashionable, and gorgeous. 
Despite a reputation to the contrary, the French don’t eat frogs’ 
legs at nearly every meal (but they do eat that much cheese). And 
French people aren’t rude. At least, no more than anyone else. 
Sure, you might come cross a French person or two in a 
lousy mood, and there are naturally a few bad-mannered 
apples in the bunch. But by and large, the French reputation 
for rudeness is largely unfounded. In their defense, I would 
like to shed some light on this and perhaps explain their rather 
unjustified notoriety. 
Let’s start with another example of hearsay: The French 
don’t hate Americans. Or, in any case, most of them don’t, and many, quite the contrary. 
There are a plethora of French-American groups and organizations in France, chock full of 
Americanophile members, and a lot of French people simply 
dream of vacationing in our vast country (although, I must admit 
that I have heard more than one person say that they refuse to 
visit as long as Trump is in office). 
Now, if you insist that you’ve had firsthand experience with 
French rudeness, there are several possible explanations for this. 
First, you probably went to Paris. Parisians are not rude as a 
species, but, like New Yorkers, some (not all) big-city residents 
are inclined to be slightly less warm and fuzzy than townsfolk 
and rural dwellers. Not to mention that rudeness is a two-way 
street. As many as 30 million Americans come to Paris every 
year, with all their brashness, cultural ignorance, and lack of 
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language skills. With such an invasion, can you blame the French for getting a little cranky? 
The majority of U.S. tourists make no effort whatsoever to speak any French. If they did, they 
would discover that most French people speak quite good English and are willing, even eager, 
to use it. But they also want a oui bit of respect for their own culture and language. So, when in 
France, pretend like you care and that you’re trying: Throw a few “s’il vous plaits” and “mercis” 
in there, and maybe a classic “Parlez-vous anglais?” and you’ll most likely have a grateful and 
very accommodating English-speaking French person on your hands. 
On a similar note, the French do have certain politeness norms even in their own language. 
It is considered inappropriate not to start out any interaction with a “bonjour,” and if that ritual 
is overstepped, they consider it rude and might give rudeness in return.
 Also, the French have a tendency to be rather 
straightforward and direct—often overly so, and this can 
certainly be perceived by some as being snooty. The French 
bluntness can indeed be a little abrasive. They might accuse us of 
being shallow or phony because we often choose niceness over 
saying whatever comes to our minds. But I would dare to accuse 
them of sometimes exhibiting a lack of tact. 
A French salesgirl once told me that the dress I was trying 
on was too big up front because I didn’t have enough of a chest 
to fill it out. Another time, the folks at the movie ticket counter 
said, despite the fact that I was speaking perfectly good French 
to them, that they assumed I wanted the English version of 
the film, to which I took great offense. And then, there was a 
conversation I had with a vendor at the market. This is more or 
less that exact exchange, though translated and shortened: 
Me, picking up a pair of pants: “Do you have this, but in a skirt?”
Him: “This isn’t Walmart. We can’t do everything—all the designs, all the sizes, exactly as you 
want.” (He actually said “Carrefour,” which is the French version of Walmart.)
Me: “But ... this exists in a skirt! I’ve seen it.” I reluctantly gave up on finding that skirt and 
started perusing the racks of dresses instead, quickly discovering one that I was particularly 
fond of.
Him: “Do you speak French?”
Me: “Um, I’m not speaking good enough French here?” I’d been talking to this guy for some 
time already, and in the midst of our minutes-long conversation in French, he dared to ask me 
that question.
Various other odd exchanges followed: him telling me how great his stuff was, what good 
quality it was, etc. He also told me that he would be at the Friday-night market a few days later.
Me: “Okay, I’m going to think about it, and I’ll see you on Friday, then.”
Him: “I don’t like girls who ‘think about it.’”
Excuse me? 
“You’re going to come on Friday looking for this exact 
dress, and you’re not going to find it. It’s the only one. So, I 
advise you to take it now, and then you can exchange it as 
many times as you want until the end of August.”
He was a mighty negotiator.
Me: “Wow, you’re a good salesman!”
Him: “That does nothing for me, compliments from girls 
who don’t buy.”
Was this guy for real? What I really meant, sir, was that 
you’re pushy and overbearing. But I tried on the dress anyway. And things got worse.
Me: “Is this one-size-fits-all?” 
Him: “No, it’s not one size. You, you’re a size 42.” He assured me that I needed the dress in a 
42, which is essentially the second-largest size in the regular, non-plus range of French sizes. In 
other words, 42 is a large. He was labeling me large.
“You’re in between,” he continued. “There are girls who are smaller, and some who are bigger.” 
Wait, was he calling me fat? Apparently, I was fat, but just not the fattest.
When he turned his attention to helping another girl, telling her that this wasn’t Walmart, I 
took the opportunity to sneak away without so much as another word to him. He didn’t deserve 
a polite “au revoir” or a “have a good day.”  
And yet, that following Friday night, I bought two 
dresses from him— including the one he had sworn 
would no longer be there.
This is an instance of frankness that some might 
say borders on the ill-mannered, though I’m sure he 
was just trying to be candid, forthright. But if I didn’t 
know any better, I might have thought he was trying 
to be rude. 
Finally, if you’ve ever been on the receiving end of 
French sarcasm, this can equally be misconstrued as unmannerliness. Sarcasm in general walks 
the line between the humorous and the hostile, but the examples of French sarcasm that I’ve 
endured are a 10 on the smart-ass scale.
When shopping in a souvenir store in Amiens with my visiting parents, I noticed that the 
shop staff was giving all indications of shutting down for their noon lunchbreak—pulling shades 
down, putting things away. I had already glanced at the posted hours so was half-expecting it, 
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but the sudden shutdown still struck me as premature. 
My mom had just made a purchase, which ought to have 
earned us congeniality rather than sarcasm, and we left the 
register and were heading toward the door. As we were 
leaving, I said to the owner in passing, half rhetorically, half 
genuinely, and all nicely, “Oh, you’re closing?” to which he 
responded, “No, we’re just opening!” This was a little snippy, 
sure, but it wasn’t so terrible. What really got me is that he 
then proceeded to laugh me out the door, never stopping his 
incessant chuckling until after we exited his establishment, 
and the entire place seemed to join him in cracking up at 
my expense. I don’t know if they thought my question was 
that ridiculous or that his response was that clever. In any 
case, the storekeeper’s delivery was so deadpan, the crowd’s 
laughter so superfluous, and my awareness of the store’s official opening hours so minimal that 
my initial reaction was one of confusion. I looked at him with perplexity and innocence—like a 
snail in the train headlights—which surely only added fuel to the fire of his laughing fit. I didn’t 
catch on to his mockery until the very moment when I pulled the shop door shut behind me, 
closing out the sounds of the ongoing guffaws.
Another time, I was loitering in the street in the searing heat of a global-warmed summer 
in Montpellier. I was sweating in a sundress with a button-down sun shirt over it, a newsboy-
style hat, sunglasses, and gym shoes. I’m sure I looked a real sight. I was a disheveled mess of the 
unfashionable and the uncool—especially by French standards. Or so I thought. Then, much to 
my surprise, a lady walked by and, out of the blue, said to me, “Très élégante!” At first, I didn’t 
realize she was talking to me—how could she be? I was a bedraggled ragamuffin and far from 
elegant. But she repeated it, “You are very elegant!” 
I responded, “Oh, really?” quite sure that she was 
actually making fun of me. As she continued past me, she 
said once more, “You’re very elegant. It’s elegant. It’s 
France!”
Strange. To this day, I still can’t decide if she was being 
sarcastic. Or just being direct. If it was the latter, well, 
that’s one of the nicest direct compliments anyone’s given 
me in quite some time. When I told this story to a couple 
other French people, they promised me that she was most likely sincere, because sneakers are 
considered très chic these days.
Serious or smart-alecky, one thing was certain. That stranger in the street was French, so 
she couldn’t possibly have meant to be rude.
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I was in France both times the 
French won the World Cup Soccer 
Championships, in 2018 and 1994. (I 
don’t know if they realize it, but I’m 
pretty sure that I must be a good luck 
charm for France.) There was a lot 
of cheering, climbing of monuments, 
chanting “Allez les bleus!” and French 
flags everywhere. It was a thrilling 
twice-in-a-lifetime experience. But 
more than that, it was exciting to be a 
part of something so historic—such a 
major event in French history.
 Therefore, I suppose that I should be honored to have lived through yet another 
monumental occurrence in France’s history last fall: the infamous French transit strike of 2019. 
This time around, however, there was much less collective euphoria than when they scored the 
winning World Cup goal.
I like to share momentous occasions with the rest of France. But I would have much preferred 
to have been there for the biggest sale on snow globes and Eiffel Tower paraphernalia in French 
history, the country’s most beautiful day ever, or maybe the breaking of the world’s record for 
the biggest baguette. Instead, I witnessed the longest French rail strike in 51 years, since May 
of 1968—a strike that began in the realm of public transport before extending to many other 
sectors of society (from Air France employees to Eiffel Tower workers), becoming a general 
strike. Though the strike seems to have finally ended in late January 2020, the issues that caused 
it in the first place have yet to be fully resolved.
Striking is a right in France, and one that the French not only esteem greatly but also 
regularly put to use. While the French in any profession can and do strike, the transit workers 
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tend to strike more than your average Joelle. This is the case for those working on the major-line 
trains running all over France as well as for the Métro system within Paris, which are run by 
two different companies (the SNCF and the RATP, respectively), but both are likely affiliated 
with the same labor union. 
By law, striking workers must give 48 hours’ warning that they are planning a strike—
essentially, they need to sign up for or “register” a strike. This gives train and Métro riders just 
enough time to attempt to find alternate travel arrangements—or two days to fret and panic. 
But then again, I’ve also been in France when they’ve decided to throw a little striking surprise 
party and strike without advance warning, which is illegal, but doesn’t seem to stop them.
Transportation difficulties in France have become 
so commonplace that they begin to evoke a sense 
of déjà vu. I have had my trips and plans rerouted, 
rescheduled, or ruined so many times by French train 
strikes and the related fallout—lasting from a day to 
weeks at a time and with varying severity—that I’ve 
grown to expect it: Oh shocker, here we go again 
with another train strike. A train strike, bis. But this 
last one, in December 2019, was, by far, the most all-
encompassing and intense that I have ever seen.
  The French president Emmanuel Macron wanted to change the country’s retirement system 
to one based on points and also to increase the minimum legal retirement age from 62 to 64. But 
because I was able to attend sessions of the French senate and hear senators debating the issue 
with the prime minister Édouard Philippe, I learned that the actual average age of retirement 
for most people is 63.5—just months less than the dreaded age of 64 that they were fighting so 
hard against. The strike, therefore, in many regards, was really more a question of principle. The 
French do like to stand on principle. 
Of course, it was much more complex than all that. For example, the French train drivers 
were all up in arms, trying to hang on to their legal retirement age of 55, which is, admittedly, a 
far cry from either 62 or 64. (A younger retirement age has historically been allowed for French 
citizens working in domains considered especially rigorous. And yet, that was going to change 
for them as well, and they were pissed.) But here’s the catch: The right of train workers to retire 
so young goes back many, many years to when labor was rough and working conditions were 
rougher—in short, when a little hard work really could kill you. People were dying before they 
reached retirement age, or, at the very least, before they were able to fully enjoy their retirement 
years. But times have changed, and circumstances have improved, so those criteria don’t really 
apply anymore. However, train drivers still cling for dear life to the vestige of something that is 
no longer relevant.
On the other hand, many of those working on trains are expected to work long shifts and 
unreasonable hours, sometimes virtually alone on a late-night or overnight train so that their 
safety is also at risk—certainly something worth striking over. But even this is a murky issue. 
The buzz around Paris during the strike was that it was primarily the train drivers (a mere 17 
percent of the entire train workforce, according to one statistic) refusing to work—shutting 
down the trains and stopping them from running—while many of the other transit workers 
were eager to get back to their jobs and paychecks. But, of course, that became more difficult 
because there was a strike going on. This 17 percent was trying to control the other 83 percent 
of the train workers—and, ultimately, the entire country.
The French talked about not wanting to have to work more and longer by retiring later, and 
some supported the strike for the sake of the retirement and pension plans of their children and 
future generations. Others were in favor of the strike less because they approved of what it stood 
for and more because they opposed Macron. There were rallies and riots, debates, and protests. 
So many protests. Everyone seemed to have something to say and something to complain 
about—whether justified or not, and surely, there were both—and the infamous Yellow Vests 
were rebelling with fervor. It was not the easiest nor the happiest time to be in France.
The senators deliberated it in the Senate, acknowledging that the right to strike was, indeed, 
an honored privilege. However, some of them argued, that did not give certain segments of the 
French population the right to paralyze and virtually shut down an entire country. What’s more, 
this strike was extremely costly—in a country that already has a multi-billion-euro deficit. Less 
than a week into the strike, France had already lost millions of euros. They said hotel occupancy 
was down 30 percent, traffic to businesses in or 
around train stations was down 80 percent, and 
business in Paris as a whole was down 50 percent. 
And that was only the beginning. As the strike 
dragged on, many companies couldn’t persevere 
and were forced to shutter—all at least indirectly 
a result of the strike. The dispute essentially came 
down to money—Macron trying to cut costs 
and the French workers fighting to earn more 
and more quickly. But because of the economic 
consequences of the strike, they were cutting off 
their beautiful French noses to spite their finely chiseled Gallic faces. 
The worst part was that most people just wanted to get to work or go and visit their families 
for the holidays, and such a massive strike made both of those things very difficult. The strikers 
knew that and chose their timing accordingly. In order to gain leverage and have their demands 
met, they had to strike hard and strike below the belt—and this meant striking just before 
Christmas, during prime travel time, when a huge number of French citizens would be relying 
on the trains. Also, the shortage of Parisian commuter trains meant not only that it was very 
hard to get to work, but that it was next to impossible to get around to buy Christmas gifts, thus 
causing huge losses when retailers are usually reaching their yearly sales highs. To me, it always 
seemed hypocritical when the recorded train voices would say, “The RATP presents its excuses 
to all the passengers.” I couldn’t help thinking: If you feel so darn bad about it, give us some more 
trains. But I know that they felt that they were doing what they needed to do, and it went way 
beyond a question of convenience.
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The average news-watching, newspaper-
reading adult who doesn’t live beneath the 
shelter of a rock has surely heard about this 
strike and likely knows more about its causes 
and issues than I do. I am not a very political 
person. But I do listen when people talk about 
such major, life-altering events, and I also 
have the insider’s perspective of having lived 
through it—of knowing what it was like to 
witness it firsthand and see how it affected 
day-to-day life.
We all knew it was coming and that it was going to be major. Everyone, from the media and 
the recorded voices to friends and random strangers, had been talking about it and warning us 
for at least a month. This strike lived up to and then surpassed the hype.
 The trains never stopped running entirely; they were simply cut way, way back—to 
the extent that, during the strike, it’s likely that the accessible public bathrooms in France 
outnumbered the available trains. The Métro 
and RER trains would run only during rush hour: 
from about 6 a.m. until 9 or 9:30 a.m. and again 
in the evening, from around 4 until 6 p.m. But the 
frequency of these rush-hour trains was reduced to 
a minimum, so I once waited 45 minutes where the 
trains usually came every four to six minutes.
In the middle of the day, outside of prime 
commuting times, there were no trains throughout 
Paris except for the two fully automated lines 
with driverless trains. And the majority of Métro 
stations were closed, locked, or taped off, except 
for those with stores or restaurants in them, which remained open but were sadly neglected. 
It became exceedingly problematic to get around Paris. You’d 
have to plan your activities and work schedule around the highly 
restricted train timetable. If you weren’t a 9-to-5-er going in to 
work first thing in the morning and returning home early evening, 
or if you needed to go from place to place midday for business or 
other obligations, you were in a real bind. Though buses also ran 
on a very limited schedule, many people weren’t familiar enough 
with the bus system to bother—while others packed the buses to 
capacity. There were also trams, but those only run the perimeter 
of Paris and therefore were only minimally practical for getting 
anywhere centrally located. 
And oh, the crowds. Because trains were scaled down to next to 
none, every train that did operate was packed to the point of suffocation. It was like stepping into a 
chokehold and being squeezed to the point of strangulation—the way the French might feel with 
those asphyxiating (though very fashionable) scarves tightly 
wound around their necks all the time. After a while, many 
people skipped the trains altogether and opted instead to 
walk an hour or more to and from work or to find alternate 
means of transportation. The bike lanes of Paris became 
swarming thoroughfares with an uninterrupted stream of 
bikes and scooters whizzing past. Many people resorted 
to driving, adding further bottlenecking on the streets and 
highways.
One morning during rush hour when there were 
actually trains to be had, I was standing on the platform 
waiting for one to come and take me to the movies. A man 
in jeans and a hoodie and wielding a microphone, scruffy 
but respectable-looking, approached me and asked me my 
thoughts on the strike. He had a cameraman in tow, and 
I very quickly realized that they were filming me. When I 
asked him who they were working with, he told me TF1—one 
of the main (and very few) French national TV stations. How 
long had I been waiting?, he asked. What did I think of the 
strike? How did it make me feel? 
If I had been perfectly honest with him, I would have 
responded that I didn’t fully understand all the reasoning 
behind it, but that I was trying to be sympathetic toward a 
cause so mobilizing that it would prompt a group of people 
to isolate their fellow countrymen and women from their 
friends, family, and livelihood, costing the country millions 
and millions of euros, so that—what, they could avoid retiring 
a couple of years later? That they were looking at a very small 
part of the overall picture and causing incredible personal, 
logistical, and economic disturbances at the expense of 
millions for the benefit of so few. That they were acting like 
spoiled brats trying to get their way—very smart spoiled brats, who had manipulated the system 
to cleverly cause the maximum amount of strife by taking the transportation network of an 
entire nation hostage, and at the worst possible time.
But, naturally, I wouldn’t have dared to say such a thing. They might have put that on TV, 
and then I would have looked like an insensitive putz who hadn’t a clue what she was talking 
about. Besides, I like the French way too much to say anything so unflattering.
Instead, I toned it way down and said that it was inconvenient and unfortunate, and that 
I would have liked to have had an easier time getting around and less waiting around. Then I 
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added that I was American, so maybe I had a different take on it. He asked me, “In the U.S., do 
you have strikes like this?” 
But before I could answer, some lady on the platform 
nearby stepped in and cut me off—just as thoughtlessly as that. 
She had blond curly hair and angst in her heart, and she said, 
“She’d be lucky to have this in the U.S.!” Because, apparently, 
the French system of striking is exemplary, and all countries 
should follow suit. She then proceeded to go on a biting tirade 
about how, sure, she didn’t like having to wait for the trains 
and didn’t love getting shoved aside when trying to board one. 
But she was doing it for her children, so that they would have a 
future with a retirement like they ought to. Her inconvenience 
was a small price to pay and blah, blah, blah… With liberty and 
striking for all. 
The train pulled in then and we all crammed ourselves 
into it: me, the TV reporting crew, and the interrupter, all squeezed together sharing the same 
personal space. Later that evening, I managed to find the broadcast on the TV station’s website 
(this had to suffice, since I suffered for the want of a television the entire time I was in France). 
And, as it turns out, I didn’t make the cut, but she did. They never used my interview. You can 
see me for a matter of seconds—nothing but the back of my head, turned to watch the train 
as it pulled in. But her? She’s there making a real television appearance, in all her impassioned 
glory. We get to hear all about how great the strike is, from her perspective, and how she’s oh-
so-willing to take one for the team.
It was maddeningly unfair. The French may have been fighting for their rights, for political 
justice, for their legacy. But that simply can’t hold a candle—or a microphone—to my much 
worthier cause and far loftier pursuits: that of my 15 seconds of fame (and French fame, no 
less, which, in my book, is even more of an honor). An aggressive and outspoken Parisienne had 
stolen my thunder, my moment in the spotlight. Never mind the causes of strike—this was the 
true injustice. She wanted all of France to see the error of Macron’s ways, to see how unfair his 
proposed policies were. I just wanted them to see me.
I have to wonder if, had she not barged in on my 
interview, I would have ended up on French TV. No, the 
French aren’t rude, I’m still convinced, but she just might be 
the one exception. 
The most severe impact of the strike could be felt in Paris, 
where the bulk of public transportation was shut down, as 
well as along the trans-regional mainline SNCF trains 
zigzagging all across France. In cities and towns beyond Paris, 
if you tuned out the constant chatter on the topic, you could 
almost kid yourself into thinking that there wasn’t a national 
strike going on. Because the inter-city transit boycotts were 
much less severe in other urban areas, it seemed practically like business as usual. Except for one 
thing: No one could actually get to those other cities. At least, not by train.
In fact, there were very few trains going anywhere in France. The SNCF was running 
sometimes as few as one train in 10, and sometimes 
even fewer. The very first weekend of the strike, I 
took a highly unusual picture of the train arrival 
and departure screens in the Orléans train station. 
They were entirely blank—solid green—not a 
single train posted either coming or going. You 
never knew with much advance warning if your 
train would operate or be one of the many on the 
chopping block.  
If the SNCF website or app was selling 
tickets for a certain train within a few days of its 
scheduled departure, that was supposed to mean 
that the train was really going to roll. But that 
wasn’t always the case. You might select a train and 
buy a ticket, only to receive an email and a text 
a day or two later saying that your train, too, had 
been supprimé—or suppressed. Eliminated. Deleted. 
It really was a gamble to pick which train wouldn’t 
end up being cancelled in the end. At least they 
were nice enough to give an eleventh-hour heads 
up and an automatic refund.
Still, it made things frustratingly unreliable 
and unpredictable. How to plan holiday dinner 
with Tonton Marcel or Christmas shopping at the 
markets with Tati Virginie, if no one knows when 
or if it’s possible to get anywhere? Even those who 
backed the strikers’ political agenda were annoyed 
by having their own travel agendas perpetually 
screwed up. Most travelers, desperately wanting to 
get there, resorted to driving their own car, taking 
a cross-country bus, or using the increasingly 
popular ride-share option, known as BlaBlaCar, and catching a ride with a total stranger for a 
small fee.
Since throughout the duration of the strike, the trains continued trickling along on a meager 
schedule with a significantly reduced staff, I always wondered who was left holding the bag of 
chaos while their cohorts walked off the job. Who was this noble skeleton crew who drove the 
few trains that kept going, assisted the confused crowds of commuters, or worked the ticket 
booths tending to thousands of cancellations and ticket refunds? Why did these particular train 
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workers keep right on chugging along? Some 
French rail workers opted out of the strike 
altogether or struck part-time and worked 
intermittently, in what the French call an 
alternating strike. Certain workers didn’t 
have the luxury to stop working entirely 
because they had bills to pay and mouths to 
fill with cheese. Others benevolently chose to 
work because they didn’t think it was fair to 
penalize the travelers and commuters, who 
also had important places to be, homes to 
maintain, and baguettes to provide.
The strike is over now—or, at least, it’s winding down. Which of those is really the truth 
seems to be debatable and depends on whom you ask. The general consensus is that the president 
and the people never really did strike a bargain, and the repercussions in the aftermath are far-
reaching. In the end, hundreds of thousands of people had joined in on the strike, protesting or 
refusing to work or both. So much discord and disorder. The country was virtually immobilized 
for months. 
Following the strike, I was told, the trains kept breaking down, since they hadn’t been properly 
maintained when they were out of commission, stuck rusting in a depot. The educational system 
had to play catch-up to get back on track after many weeks of cancelled classes and postponed 
exams, when no one could get to schools and universities. And the countless businesses affected 
by the strike are still struggling to recover in its wake, and many will never manage to get back 
on their feet. The strike proved to be a financial catastrophe for the country as a whole.
But for now, there’s a lull in the striking. I’m convinced that this is merely the calm before 
the storm. Because it’s only a question of time until unrest and dissatisfaction, perhaps totally 
warranted, strike again. There will always be another storm—another strike. 
Lightning never strikes twice, but the French do.
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I love the French, and sometimes I don’t even really 
know why. Of course, I like all the aspects of France that 
give it its universal appeal and make it the most visited 
country in the world: bread, wine, architecture, language, 
croissants, history, cheese. But it’s far more than that for 
me. And considering that the French really aren’t so very 
different from us—I don’t experience culture shock when 
I go to France, for instance—I have to wonder: What is it 
that makes me seek out Frenchness, to gravitate towards 
French people and all things French, often more so than 
my own country-people and -things?
Is it because when they’re nice to me, it’s so much 
more endearing because they’re nice to me in French? Is it 
because when they’re funny in French, I’m already feeling 
impressed with myself for getting the joke? Is it the fact 
that if they accept me as their friend, I’ve reached the inner circle—I’ve officially made it into 
the “in” crowd and am fully integrated into French culture? Or, because with French people, 
I can be just different enough to stand out or be unique—the “exotic other” you learn about 
in college anthropology—eccentric but not weird? (Well, maybe I’m a little weird.) Perhaps it’s 
because the French are usually very impressed by any American who can speak so much as a few 
words of French, let alone demonstrate real proficiency in the language (thank you, American 
compatriots, for being so utterly ethnocentric, nationalistic, and English-centric. You make me 
look good).
Probably all of those things play a role in my high regard for the French, but regardless 
of what it is that draws me to France and its citizens, I find it enjoyable to try to focus on 
what makes the French so French—and Americans, well, less French. Beyond a mere question 
of geography, it’s fun to compare them with us—to find those idiosyncrasies that differentiate 
French Bred
155154
France Like Nobody’s Watching
us. This may be splitting hairs, but there are, however small, some real differences between our 
cultures. Although more times than not, I’m convinced that what they’re doing and how they’re 
doing it is probably better than our approach, this is not always the case. Admittedly, I have a 
preferential bias for the French way, and yet, sometimes they do things that are just strange 
enough to make me raise a microbladed eyebrow.
 
The Naked Truth
For example, there are an awful lot of naked 
mannequins in France. I don’t understand why there 
are so many scantily clad—or entirely nude—plastic 
people in shop windows and market stalls, but this 
seems to be surprisingly common. In general, the 
French tend to be far less 
modest than we are, when 
it comes to such things as 
showing a little skin (or 
a lot). Topless beaches 
are the norm in France, 
and we all know that their culture is far more open about sex than 
ours is. They call us prudes. This casual outlook towards sensuality 
apparently carries over to their mannequins. Who knew? Maybe it’s 
purely coincidental and they simply want to save their sought-after 
fashion for flesh-and-blood bodies and not synthetic ones, but it’s 
striking how many naked dummies you’ll encounter there.
Where There’s Smoke, There’s Fear
France has long been associated with smoking. There are still plenty of French people who 
fit the old stereotype of the bohemian Parisian artiste in a café with a baguette in one hand and 
a cigarette in the other. And though smoking in public buildings in France has been banned 
since 2006,66 the French seem to find workarounds that we, in this country, could never get away 
with—like smoking cigarettes at an outdoor café 
or lighting up a cigar on the semi-enclosed terrace 
of a restaurant or bar. 
In 2016, 16.77 billion cigarettes were 
manufactured in France.  If there are 20 cigarettes 
per pack, that means that the French made 838.5 
million packs of cigarettes that year—and therefore 
also produced over 838.5 million gruesome, 
nauseating pictures to accompany those smokes. 
Have you seen French cigarette packs? They are 
terrifying! If ghastly photos were enough to deter someone from risking the possible worst-case 
scenario, no one would ever smoke again. These cigarette wrappers sport pictures of blackened 
lungs, tongue sores, and yellow or missing teeth. Of mouth cancer and lung cancer. There’s 
one Marlboro box that shows a man hooked 
up to breathing tubes in the hospital. His wife 
and daughter are with him, watching him with 
concern, and the pack reads, “Stop smoking: 
Remain alive for your loved ones.” There’s a 
Lucky Strike box that shows a tiny baby on a 
respirator, with the words, “Smoking can kill 
the child that you’re waiting for.” One pack 
displays an image of a gross, cloudy eyeball, 
because “smoking increases the risk of going 
blind.” And this one gets creativity points: 
The photo shows an ashtray where someone 
is extinguishing a cigarette. The ashes are in the shape of an unborn fetus, because “Smoking 
lessens fertility.” 
I mean, wow. I would give up smoking on the gross-out factor alone, which is surely what 
they’re going for. The French government has stepped in, outlawing pretty cigarette labels with 
brand logos and such and insisting instead on horrific imagery meant to frighten the bejesus out 
of smokers. But shockingly, these scare tactics don’t work as well as one might expect. Nicotine 
trumps shock value, and France remains a smokier country than we are: Nearly 20 percent of 
French people smoke daily (or 13 million cigarette-puffing citizens) compared to our 13 percent—
even though our cigarette packets are far more inviting. Somehow, the French manage to turn 
a (perhaps smoking-induced) blind eye to the revolting cigarette labels and simply ignore them. 
I guess they just light up another cancer stick and try to forget about it.   
It’s About Time
I have found that the French have an interesting relationship with time. To be fair, this is 
not an across-the-board phenomenon. There are French people who show up well in advance 
for things. Classes usually start on time. Movies 
mostly start on time—at least, the 30 minutes 
of previews and food-related advertisements 
do. Trains leave at precisely the minute they 
are scheduled, when they’re on time and not 
two hours late. And most larger stores open on 
the dot: I have stood outside the supermarket 
Monoprix at 8:55 in the morning, waiting for 
them to unlock the doors at 9:00. I was back 
on the street again, with croissants and freshly 
baked chocolate chip bread in hand, by about 
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9:05.
But I have also discovered that the French take certain liberties with the clock. For instance, 
I once had my computer repaired in Montpellier. Having been promised that it would be ready 
on a certain day, I rushed downtown to pick it up on the appointed morning when the shop 
opened at 9:00 a.m., before I had to be somewhere at 10:00 a.m. The hours were posted on the 
front window: 9:00 a.m. until 9:00 p.m., without interruption. Except that no one was there. 
At 9:15, still, no one was there. So, I left and called the computer guy, and he said that he was 
running a bit behind. He’d be in around 10ish. Or maybe it was 10:30. Typical.
A friend and I tried to get dinner in Nantes one evening at 8:27. A waitress was busily 
removing the tables from the patio to close the place down. I asked her how late they were open, 
and she said 8:30, and then she turned us away. Okay, I get it. We were cutting it a little close, 
and I do hate to be that person who keeps workers working late. But in the U.S., if you show up 
three minutes before closing time, they have to seat you and feed you. They might wish kidney 
stones on you and spit in your avocado toast, but they’ll still serve you. Not in France.
When an American gym closes at 8:00 p.m., 
they usually give you until around 8:30 to get 
showered, get dressed, and get the heck out of 
Dodge. In France, on the other hand, more than 
once I was chased out of the pool at, say, 12:30 
for a 1:00 closure, yelled at in the shower, griped 
at while changing in the dressing room, and, since 
the locker room had to be hosed down before they 
could close, nearly forcefully expelled from the 
building with water. It was 12:59.
What it comes down to is this: In the U.S., a 
posted closing time means that that’s the time when people should come to the register and pay 
for their items. It’s the time that they stop letting new customers in. But in France, closing time 
means that the workers expect to be shut down, locked up, out the door, and on the Métro or 
the autoroute only minutes from sitting down in front of their favorite Netflix series with a glass 
of Burgundy. 
It seems that the French can’t spare a minute unless it works in their favor, and when it does, 
they can spare an hour.
Île Always Have Paris
The greater Parisian region, comprised of the city and its many suburbs, is known as Île de 
France, meaning the “Island of France.” This is an official, legal name. It’s on all the maps. While I 
have known this for many, many years, I recently became fascinated by the concept. It occurred 
to me that this gives Paris even more clout than it already has and Parisians even bigger heads 
and more inflated egos. It seems rather self-important, conceited, even obnoxious on the part 
of France’s largest and best-known metropolis. I realize that France is a very centralized and 
federalized nation and that Paris is the capital of everything, on more than just an administrative 
level, but the Island of France? Manhattan is an island, but we wouldn’t dare call New York City 
the Island of America. How would that make folks feel in Iowa or Oklahoma—the already 
insultingly nicknamed “fly-over” states? In France, it’s even worse. There is so much more to 
France than Paris. In fact, I dare say, there is so much better in France than Paris. Île de France? 
Maybe they should just change the name to Paris, the Only French City That Counts.
Here We Go Again
The French have a most infuriating street-numbering system. They number their buildings 
in ascending numerical order as anyone else would, except that they will just randomly throw 
in extra numbers (and extra buildings), helter-skelter, for the heck of it. Or possibly to be 
intentionally difficult. 
Here in New Orleans, it’s nice when someone gives you a little “lagniappe,” or something extra. 
Lagniappe is, of course, a French word, and one which they apply regularly to their addresses 
in France. They have street lagniappe—and it’s not nice. These extra, additional addresses are 
labelled as bis (which means again). So, in other words, you have, for instance, 101, plus 101 bis. 
It’s 101 and then 101 again. But wait, there’s more! There’s also a ter, which is the third rendition 
of an address: 101 ter.
Imagine that you are trying to arrive at a particular address—we’ll say 98 Rue Saint 
Dominique. The GPS got you this far, so you look up to check your location and see that you’re 
at number 88. You should, therefore, be arriving at your destination in a mere five even-
numbered buildings, right? Oh, if only. Depending on the street, you could be struck by the bis 
scourge: 88, 88 bis, 88 ter. Then 90 and 90 bis again, before you even 
get to 92. Next, 94? Don’t count on it. There’s still 92 bis and 92 ter, 
and you’ve suddenly added about three or four unexpected blocks 
(and countless minutes) on to your route. If you’re running late or 
otherwise in a hurry, or just feeling lazy and not wanting to walk any 
farther, it’s especially disturbing. 
Unless you know the street and its numbering by heart, you may 
have a hard time calculating your precise arrival time. If I’m looking 
for an address, I want to have the numbers increase the way they’re 
supposed to. And if I’m walking up three blocks, I expect the building 
numbers to go up proportionately as well, so that I can judge my 
travel time accordingly. But the French throw in that bis rigamarole, which only exponentially 
and unpredictably prolongs getting anywhere. Not to mention that the even numbers and 
the odd ones, which, in this country, correspond to each other on opposite sides of the street, 
sometimes diverge in France by many, many blocks. In other words, here in the U.S., 16 Main 
Street is usually directly facing 17 Main Street. In France, however, the residents of 15 Rue 
Montmartre and those at 34 Rue Montmartre could be across-the-street neighbors.
Maybe their street numbering is why the French are so often late. It’s not that they don’t 
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care about time; they’re just still working their way up the bis-laden road to get there.
French Kiss
The French are credited the world round as the creators of the kiss—of the real, passionate, 
romantic kiss. But making out is not the only sort of kissing that the French are famous for. They 
are also known for kissing among friends and family 
as a form of greeting, known to them as la bise and to us 
as simply “cheek kissing.” 
If you’ve ever been to France, you’ve surely 
witnessed this unusual—by our standards—custom: 
two people cheek-to-cheek, saying hello or good-bye, 
before moving on to the second cheek and then to a 
second person and repeating the ritual. It is less an 
actual kiss on the cheek, however, and more of a cheek 
bump accompanied by kissing sounds made with the 
lips. If you skip the noise and only touch cheeks, the act 
noticeably falls flat, and it’s just weird. 
Like so much else in France, there are etiquette 
guidelines even for kissing, and the traditional number 
of times one must kiss on the cheek for each initial 
greeting is regulated by region. By far, the most 
common, in the majority of France, is two kisses—or 
two cheeks’ worth—one on each side. Kiss once and then 
turn the other cheek. In Montpellier and the surrounding area, the norm is three kisses, which 
means doubling up on one cheek or other, though this must be done by alternating back and 
forth on both sides and never twice consecutively on the same cheek. In certain parts of the 
Loire Valley, Bourgogne, and Normandy, my own beloved Caen among them, a surfeit of four 
kisses is expected. And finally, in a couple of areas in the west, including one small section of 
Brittany, you can get away with just one kiss. The other cheek is left out in the cold.
 Faire la bise is so ingrained in French culture that all ages and both genders practice it in 
social settings. And yes, that includes perfectly virile straight men. They have no problem with 
kissing other men on the cheeks to say bonjour or bid adieu—a fact that most American men, I’m 
sure, might consider the kiss of death. Men in the U.S. would rather resort to a handshake or 
that awkward bro-hug, which involves two dudes giving a one-armed hug and a cursory pat on 
the back, while standing so far apart that you could drive a truck between them—and, because 
they’re so very macho, it would certainly have to be a monster truck or a Ford pick-up. 
But French men are secure enough in their sexuality to cheek-kiss other men at will. And 
people in a romantic relationship kiss on the lips when they meet up, as we do here. 
On the topic of hugging, the French don’t hug like we do, and that’s one place where I think 
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they might be missing out. We embrace our friends and 
family to say hello and goodbye, the same way that they 
make kissy faces at each other. The French are not hug-less 
by any means, but hugging, for them, is something more 
intimate than a simple form of greeting. This takes some 
getting used to. I especially noticed something blatantly 
missing where a hug should have been when my American 
friends in France bised me—in lieu of the good ol’ American 
embrace. Air kissing on the cheeks is sweet and friendly 
and gets the point across, but there’s just something about 
a hug.
It’s been a fascinating, life-long project of mine to try 
to identify those characteristics that the French have that 
are intrinsic to them and different from ours. And while 
conducting this firsthand research throughout France, I’ve 
discovered that the things I might try to dislike about the French, I simply can’t. Whatever minor 
flaws they might have as a nation end up being among those aspects of their national character 
that I find the most charming. And whatever larger defects some say they’re cursed with, I’m 
happy to overlook—because they’re French, and if you ask me, their merits far outweigh their 
imperfections.
Sure, the French are overly obsessed with Paris—even more than we are. Their cigarette 
packaging will give you nightmares. They’ll make you walk an extra 10 minutes and six blocks 
down the street just for kicks, and there’s enough bureaucratic red tape in France to wrap up the 
entire Eiffel Tower in adhesive. The French will keep you waiting if the mood strikes them. And 
speaking of strikes, they do that, too, at the drop of a beret. But they’ll also kiss you hello, and 
make you really good croissants, and fish-sit for you when you have to leave the country. And 
no matter what, they’re French, so I think they’re cool.  
French Bred
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